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Art Work:   

The paintings throughout this report are from one of our own Grand Jurors – Mr. 

John Portner.  After a career in the urban portions of the Bay Area, John retired to 

Lake County where the landscapes he sees daily join with faraway scenes 

imagined to create a wondrous and beautiful look at the world.  These paintings 

herein represent only a small fraction of John’s large portfolio. 

 

We hope you are as inspired by John’s talent and artistry as we are.  We thank him 

for sharing it.  
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         Civil Grand Jury2020/2021                   

County of Lake 
P.O. Box 1078 

Kelseyville, CA 95451 
 

June 20, 2021 

 

The Honorable Michael S. Lunas 

Presiding Judge for the Civil Grand Jury 

Superior Court of California 

County of Lake 

255 Forbes Street 

Lakeport, CA 95453 

 

Dear Judge Lunas, 

 

In accordance with California State Law, we respectfully submit the 2020-2021 

Lake County Civil Grand Jury Report. 

 

The Grand Jury has fulfilled its responsibility to the Court and to the people of our 

County.  Despite the limitations imposed by the public health realities that had to 

be faithfully followed, the collected output of the jurors work continues to set a 

‘high bar’. Each of the Grand Jurors has put significant time, energy, and attention 

into the committees that researched, investigated, and generated these individual 

reports. 

 

The Grand Jury system remains strong and needed.  It has been our distinct honor 

to be a part of that. 

 

 

Dee M. (Russ) Schroy 

Foreman – Lake County Civil Grand Jury 
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         Civil Grand Jury2020/2021                    

County of Lake 
P.O. Box 1078 

Kelseyville, CA 95451 
 

 

Grand Jurys Foreman’s Letter to the Public 
 

May 20, 1861.  That is when Lake County was formally established.  

Abraham Lincoln had been in office for 77 days.  The War Between the States had 

only been going on for 38 days.  Since then, the people of Lake County have 

endured through more than a few major wars, two pandemics, economic downturns 

and depressions, droughts, and clearly more than our fair share of immense fires.  

It is said the challenges we overcome make us stronger.  Nowhere is that more 

readily seen than in the people with whom we share our County. 

During those years since 1861, there have been more than 160 Grand Juries 

and more than 2200 Lake County residents who have served on them. When Grand 

Juries are first empaneled, they start off with no preset biases, no agendas to try to 

push, and no immediate idea of where their investigations will lead.  Juries can 

develop their own paths looking into the myriad areas of our County governance 

and Public Safety services.  But they are also looking into complaints that have 

been filed by citizens from the County.  Almost half of this year’s reports were 

initiated by or affected by citizen complaints looking to understand their 

governance and hold those in authority accountable. 

This Grand Jury has spent thousands of hours diligently looking into many 

areas; and then verifying and re-verifying the facts.  Their motivation for doing all 

of this is simply service to the people of our County. 

It has been a distinct privilege to serve with this jury.  I would encourage 

anyone looking to achieve this same sense of accomplishment and civic pride to 

consider joining a future Grand Jury. 

 

 

 

Russ Schroy 

Foreman                                                                              June 18, 2021 
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        COUNTY CIVIL GRAND JURY HISTORY 

  The institution of the Grand Jury dates back to 1170 in 

England.  When the Magna Carta was written in 1215, of its 

63 clauses the longest and most detailed is in the permanent 

establishment and operation of Grand Juries.  They were used 

by some of our colonies before the American Revolution and 

then formalized into our U.S. Constitution in Amendment 5 of 

the Bill of Rights. It has been continued and used since then in 

several differing forms.  As constituted today in the State of 

California, the Grand Jury is a part of the judicial branch of 

government – “an arm of the court”.  It does not have the 

functions of either the legislative or executive branches, and is 

not a police agency.  Additionally, it does not mandate policy 

changes.  It is an examining and investigative body that makes 

recommendations to improve systems, procedures, and 

methods of operations in designated local government 

agencies.   In Lake County, the Grand Jury generally performs 

only civil functions.  
  

ORGANIZATION  

  The Lake County Civil Grand Jury (Grand Jury) is 

composed of nineteen men and women of various 

backgrounds chosen from throughout Lake County.  

  The presiding Superior Court Judge appoints a 

foreperson who presides over all jury proceedings and is 

responsible for directing the business of the Grand Jury.  

  Most Grand Jury work is done by committees.  The 

areas of focus of these committees usually includes: 

Environment, Juvenile Justice, Social Services, Health, 

Administration, Criminal Justice, Public Works, Special 

Districts and Public Schools.  

  The Grand Jury and its committees meet several times a 

month. They meet with county and city officials, visit county 

facilities, and conduct independent research on matters of 

interest or concern. The committees report to the full Grand 

Jury and conclusions are reached after discussion and study of 



14 

 

issues.  The Grand Jury may seek advice or request the 

services of the Lake County Counsel, District Attorney, 

Presiding Judge of the Superior Court, or State Attorney 

General. 

FUNCTIONS 

 

Watchdog Responsibilities:  

      The major function of the Grand Jury is to examine county 

and city government and special districts to ensure that their 

duties are being lawfully carried out. The Grand Jury reviews 

and evaluates procedures, methods and systems utilized by 

these entities to determine whether more efficient and 

economical programs may be employed. The Grand Jury is 

also authorized to:  

1. Inspect and audit books, records and financial expenditures to 

ensure that public funds are properly accounted for and legally 

spent.  

2. Inspect books and records of special districts in Lake County.  

3. Examine the books and records of any nonprofit organization 

receiving county or city funds.  

4. Inquire into the conditions of jails and detention facilities.  

5. Inquire into any charges of willful misconduct in an office by 

public officials or employees. 

 

Response to Citizens Complaints:  

      The Grand Jury receives letters from citizens alleging 

mistreatment by officials, suspicions of misconduct or 

governmental inefficiencies. Anyone may ask the Grand Jury 

to conduct an investigation. All complaints are confidential. 

The jury generally limits investigations to the operations of 

governmental agencies, charges of wrong-doing within public 

agencies, or the performance of unlawful acts by public 

officials. Any complaints that fall into an area of criminal 

misconduct are referred to the District attorney. The Grand 

Jury cannot investigate disputes between private parties.  
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FINAL REPORT  

      At the end of its term the Grand Jury issues a Final Report, 

including any reports released during the year, documenting 

its investigations and recommendations.  Copies of the Final 

Report are distributed to public officials, libraries, the news 

media, any interested parties and any entity that is the subject 

of one if the reports.  According to law, the elected County 

officers must respond within sixty (60) days following the 

release of the Final Report.  The Board of Supervisors and 

other public agency governing boards must respond within 

ninety (90) days.  

      The Grand Jury’s Final Report summarizes the year’s 

activities and contains its findings and recommendations for 

action and study.  The new Grand Jury reviews the responses 

of the affected public agencies and the process of protection 

the public interest begins anew.  
   

SUBMISSION OF COMPLAINTS 
 

     Although is it not required, complaints should first be 

addressed to those responsible for resolution unless it will be 

detrimental to the complainant.  The Lake County Grand Jury 

will respond to all citizens submitting complaints. The citizen 

may not have further acknowledgement other than their 

complaint was received. A Complaint Form is available in the 

Appendix. Additional Complaint Forms may be obtained from: 
 

Lake County Informational Portal 

County Departments 

Grand Jury 

Select ‘Web site” 

 

http://www.lakecountyca.gov/Government/Boards/Grand_Jury.htm  
 

 

GRAND JURY SELECTION PROCESS 

      The court solicits applications for the Grand Jury by 

several means.  An Application Form is available in the 
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Appendix. Additional Applications may be obtained by 

mailing a letter with a self-addressed, stamped envelope to:  
  

Grand Jury Coordinator  

255 North Forbes Street  

Fourth Floor  

Lakeport, CA 95453.  
(707) 263-2374 ext. 2282 

 

  

      Applications are also available at each Superior Court 

Clerk’s office at the above address. 

      Once applications have been screened and approved, they 

are randomly selected to be members of the Grand Jury.  

 

QUALIFICATIONS FOR GRAND JURORS 
  

Prospective Grand Jurors must possess the 

following qualifications (Penal Code 893): 

1. Be a citizen of the United States, of the age of 

eighteen (18) years or older who shall have been a 

resident of the state and county for one year 

immediately prior to being selected.  

2. Be in possession of his or her natural faculties, or 

ordinary intelligence, sound judgment, and fair 

character.  

3. Possess sufficient knowledge of the English 

language. 

  

 

  

       A person is not legally required to serve if any of the 

following apply:  

1. The person is serving as a trial juror in any court of 

this state.  
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2. The person has been discharged as a Grand Juror in 

any court of the state within one year.  

3. The person has been convicted of malfeasance in 

office or any felony or other high crime.  

4. The person is serving as an elected public officer.  

  

    Desirable qualifications for a Grand Juror include the 

following:  

1. Have the time to make the necessary commitment. It 

is not uncommon to serve fifteen to twenty hours a 

week or more.  

2. Be open-minded with concern for the positions and 

view of others.  

3. Have the ability to work with others.  

4. Have an interest in community affairs.  

5. Possess investigative skills and an ability to write 

reports  

6. Have a general knowledge of the functions, 

authorities and responsibilities of county and city 

government and other civil entities.  

7. Does not pursue a personal agenda/vendetta against 

governmental concepts or officials.  
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Responses to Findings and Recommendations  
  

     In past responses to the Final Reports submitted by the 

Grand Jury, the jury and general public has at times found it 

difficult to fully understand what has been written.   

     The Grand Jury submits the following format to be used in 

responding to the reports in the hopes all peoples reading this 

Final Report can fully appreciate what the county is doing. 

(PC §933.05).  This is a format that has been used by the 

Board of Supervisors in responding to past reports and has 

worked very well.  

 

Name or Report: ______________  

Finding or Recommendations #: ____  

□ AGREE, has been implemented  

      □ AGREE, will be implemented within: __________________  

     □ NEUTRAL, Requires further analysis to be completed within ______  

       □ DISAGREE, will not be implemented. Explanation: _______________  
 

Response to Citizens Complaints 

     The Grand Jury receives letters from citizens alleging 

mistreatment by officials, suspicions of misconduct or 

governmental inefficiencies.  Anyone may ask the Grand Jury 

to conduct an investigation.  All complaints are confidential. 

The jury generally limits investigations to the operations of 

governmental agencies, charges of wrongdoing within public 

agencies, or the performance of unlawful acts by public 

officials.  The Grand Jury cannot investigate disputes between 

private parties. 
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2020-2021 Lake County Civil Grand Jury 

 

Name Role City 

Annette Gingles Committee Chair Clearlake 

Mary Ann Bannan-Haines Recording Secretary, 

Committee Chair 

Nice 

Beverly Hill Committee Chair Cobb 

Tom Marquette  Lower Lake 

Chris Partida  Upper Lake 

John Portner  Clearlake 

Mark Rothrock Committee Chair Clearlake 

Dee (Russ) Schroy Foreman Hidden Valley Lake 

Paula Schroy Committee Chair Hidden Valley Lake 

Carla Turchin  Hidden Valley Lake 

Bill Waite  Hidden Valley Lake 

Jane Weilbacher Committee Chair Kelseyville 
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Accolades From The Grand Jury 

 

Throughout the year, and via interviews, direct observation, and kindnesses shown 

to us, the Grand Jury encounters people throughout our County who deserve 

special recognition for the selfless and extraordinary actions and accomplishments 

they have made. 

 

Rachelle Sapeta and her husband – Chief Willie Sapeta – for the street banners 

honoring the High School Graduates from Clearlake and Lower Lake that can be 

found along the main thoroughfares of their district for 2019/2020 and 2020/2021.  

These students graduated during a time when so many of the traditional activities 

and events that become lifelong memories of those their age had been 

overshadowed by the COVID-19 pandemic. This recognition from their broad 

community shows how proud all are of the success these students have earned. 

 

The City Manager – Mr. Alan Flora – and the entire city government of Clearlake - 

for making their Council chambers available for the Grand Jury to continue to meet 

under the distancing/space requirements of the pandemic.  We recognize many 

regularly scheduled activities were displaced by our weekly sessions, but your 

accommodating the Grand Jury greatly helped us continue our work for the people 

of the County. 

 

The Food Service staff of the Kelseyville High School District.  With the large 

number of students from primary school through high school who receive 

important daily nutrition from school programs having this critical need interrupted 

by the realities of the pandemic, many of these staff members used their personal 

cars to deliver this essential factor in children’s health and development direct to 

the student’s/family’s door.  It took time and personal energy to accomplish this 

voluntary service.  They made a true difference. 

 

  



22 

 

 

 



23 

 

 

  



24 

 

 

  



25 

 

 

   

         Civil Grand Jury 2020/2021                   

County of Lake 

 
Potential Financial Improprieties and Resultant Actions and Improvements 

Middletown Unified School District 

 

Summary: 

From December, 2016 until May, 2018 a series of events raised concerns about potential 

financial improprieties within the Middletown Unified School District focusing on handling and 

accountability of funds surrounding the district’s food service programs.  The concerns were 

eventually elevated to the Lake County Office of Education (LCOE), which entered into a 

contract with the Financial Crisis & Management Assistance Team (FCMAT) of the California 

School Information Services (CSIS – a statewide investigative and analytical service).  This 

contract was fulfilled when an extensive analysis report was delivered to LCOE documenting the 

extent of the issue, the specific areas in which problems occurred, the recommended procedural 

solutions to any continuance of the problems, and the actions/improvements already put into 

place at the time the final report was issued – seven months after the field investigations were 

made. 

A citizen complaint was received by the Grand Jury that was concerned that the 

actions/recommendations of the FCMAT report had not received any official attention. 

 

Background: 

Our schools have been providing food services to students for many years.  The procedures that 

were utilized over most of that time were those familiar to many Lake County citizens who went 

through their primary and secondary educations decades ago.  It was, for the most part, a system 

of students paying cash for their meals in a similar manner as one would find in any commercial 

cafeteria.  The funds were, most often, supplied by the student’s parents or guardians.  As is the 

case in many semi-rural areas, there was a well-justified assumption of this long-standing system 

working properly and no reason to suspect any intentional impropriety - people had always 

trusted one another. 
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However, as systems began to change with increased governmental supply of nutritional 

supplementation in areas of the country (and within the state), new methods of financial handling 

and accounting were being introduced to – hopefully – facilitate the changes.  These new 

systems were digitally based and intended to be integrated into monitoring and supply programs 

designed to get the best nutrition program possible to the widest number of students. 

 

Discussion: 

In May, 2017, the Middletown District migrated to a new ‘point of sale’ (POS) system called 

‘Meals Plus’.  During its first year of operation, this system had significant problems with 

questionable student eligibility (for governmental nutritional assistance programs), inaccurate 

student account balances, questionable recognition of food service sales, and potentially 

erroneous meal reimbursement claim submissions.  An adjunct to these technology driven 

concerns were the long-standing methods handling of cash from the ‘snack bar’ concession 

available to the middle school and high school students and significant inconsistencies in its 

reporting, accountability, and movement of the cash into expected banking accounts. 

The FCMAT report, issued April 1, 2019, was unable to fix a precise number on the amount 

apparently ‘missing’ due to the spotty record keeping and inconsistent procedures occurring 

during the periods being looked at.  The estimate is in the $43,000 range.  They did make a very 

specific end point recommendation to LCOE (who had commissioned the investigation).  See 

below for detail on that.  They also detailed areas of inadequate methodology and safeguards in 

all of the financial management of the food service operation and firmly pointed out what actions 

and improvements had already been put in place between May, 2018 when the problems first 

received attention and the issuance of the report in April, 2019.  At that time, the Middletown 

district – with new management in the office of ‘chief business official’ (CBO) reporting to the 

Director of Food Services – had addressed each area cited by the FCMAT report and instituted 

secure, documented, and protected methods of cash and assistance handling including multiple 

personnel documenting cash transferals, regular and documented cash deposits in a local banking 

facility, and multiple reporting systems for cross-checking all accounts. 

The FCMAT report itself had only one endpoint recommendation: 

“The county superintendent should: 

 1.  Notify the governing board of the Middletown Unified School District,  

     the state controller, the superintendent of public instruction, and the local  

     district attorney that fraud or misappropriation of district funds and/or assets  

     may have occurred.” 
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The Grand Jury ascertained through multiple level inquiries that the Lake County Superintendent 

of Schools did follow through on every aspect of the recommendation.  The Lake County District 

Attorney’s office confirms that an appropriate complaint was registered with them within three 

days of the FCMAT report being released. 

 

***** It is not in the purview/authority of a county civil Grand Jury to inquire into criminal 

matters or investigations.  After receiving confirmation of receipt of the formal complaint, no 

additional actions or attention was made by the civil Grand Jury on this aspect. ***** 

 

Inquiries and interviews were made to insure that the ‘improvements/fixes’ instituted after the 

FCMAT audits in August, 2018 were still in place and being used. 

Interviews were conducted with several other County school districts to inquire as to their 

procedures and practices. 

This, of course, all occurred ‘pre-pandemic’ and what is transpiring in the school nutrition 

programs today is far different from all systems put into place before March 19, 2019.  However, 

attention was paid into how these systems would be fully utilized upon the (eventual) return to 

the standard/expected norms of our educational system. 

  

Findings: 

F1.) The Middletown Unified School District food service program has now established, 

documented, and trained staff in programs and methods consistent with standard and expected 

degrees of control and accountability.   

F2.) Other unified school districts within Lake County have good programs and methodology in 

proper handling of, and accountability for, food/nutrition programs. 

F3.)  All actions, attention, and follow through by the individual district and by LCOE were 

consistent with organizations trying to identify and solve problems they had never expected to 

encounter. LCOE notified Lake County District Attorney. 

 

Recommendations: 

R1.  Lake County District Attorney should regularly update Lake County Superintendent of 

Schools on the status of the issue. 
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         Civil Grand Jury 2020/2021                    

 

County of Lake COVID-19 Mandate Ordinance 

 

(NOTE:  Grand Jury Reports are completed many weeks ahead of release to allow 

for multiple legal reviews and full report compilation.  On June 15, 2021 the State 

eased many COVID-19 restrictions.  The only effects of that action on the below 

report is on R2.  All other portions remain viable and important.) 

Lake County, like California and the rest of the nation, wasn’t prepared for the 

COVID-19 pandemic. 

The basics of disease control were long ago established: self-quarantine and 

isolation were almost universal in the Black Plague all the way back in 1348 to 

1352.  Contact tracing was developed for the impact of Typhoid Mary in 1907.  

Masking and social distancing were both widely encouraged and utilized in the 

Spanish Flu pandemic of 1918 to 1920. 

The Lake County Chief Medical Officer (of the Public Health Department) 

declared a County Health Emergency on March 9, 2020.  On March 19, 2020 the 

Governor of California declared a statewide Emergency Order N-33-20.  On 

August 18, 2020, the Lake County Board of Supervisors issued Ordinance #3097, 

which was titled and defined as “An Ordinance of the County of Lake to Provide 

For Graduated Levels of Enforcement of Public Health Orders Through Education 

and Training and The Imposition of Administrative fines.” 

In Lake County, in early March of 2020, the County Medical Department staff was 

already active in establishing and defining not only Lake County’s roles and 

responsibilities, but in the required actions of our citizens needed to quell the rapid 

spreading of the virus.  
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Simultaneously, our cities, with their separate governments and policing agencies, 

set in motion a number of effective and enforceable controls in their respective 

districts.  By mid-March the city of Clearlake City Manager, in his role as the 

city’s Director of Emergency Services (and as authorized by their Governmental 

Code and Municipal Code), declared a local emergency with clearly defined 

citizen requirements and methods of municipal enforcement.  A local ordinance 

was immediately drafted and implemented by the elected government. 

That same coordinated inter-departmental and multi-level urgency and clarity were 

not as readily evident in the County responses.  Clarity in goals, procedures, 

communications and intentions were an on-going set of challenges not efficiently 

met. 

Lessons learned will guide our county in future challenges.  Effective leadership is 

imperative. 

 

Discussion 

Lake County Health recognized the potential extent of the problem and started 

work on planning on March 9, 2020. Ten days later, the State declared an official 

health emergency.  The state does not have the authority to enact a wide variety of 

specific rules and restrictions as these have been legally delegated to the individual 

county Health Officers across California.  The state, through established channels, 

asked the counties to develop and enact local ordinances to support extensive 

compliance to the needed restrictions and safety efforts.  Many counties, including 

Lake County, struggled with both the breadth of what should be covered as well as 

how to put in place a workable method of enforcement.  Many policing agencies – 

both city and county – throughout the state expressed reluctance or refusal to be 

the enforcing agencies as they were already stretched quite thin on fulfilling their 

normal and expected duties as well as questioning the overall responsibility of 

enforcing health protocols and guidance through sworn officers. 

Over the summer of 2020, the CARES (Coronavirus Aid Relief and Economic 

Security) Act was enacted by the federal government which provided (via a broad 

range of focusses) funds to various governmental levels to assist in COVID-19 

related activities including medical safety protocols.  In Lake County, two groups 

were put together to try to determine the best and most probable for success means 

of getting the public compliance that was key to our communal fight against the 
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virus.  One group, although initiated by a member of the Board of Supervisors, was 

an informal group comprised of local business leaders and other concerned and 

involved citizens and called themselves the ‘Blue Collar Committee’.  The other 

was an officially established committee (OC) including two members of the Board, 

staff from Public Health, other departmental staff and management and county 

administration.   

The ‘Blue Collar Committee’ was the first to develop a set of recommendations 

and procedures for the county governance to consider.  These recommendations 

focused exclusively on information, communications, training, and guidance as the 

means of obtaining maximum citizen involvement and compliance.  These were 

forwarded to the OC who then inserted a significant section on the imposition of 

administrative fines as a ‘next step’ to force compliance should the information, 

communications, training and guidance not be taken/followed.  The ‘Blue Collar 

Committee’ had specifically recommended against such actions.   

Simultaneously, another County Supervisor developed his own recommendations 

for an official set of guidelines.  These, too, did not include punitive fines as a 

policy. 

 

The OC sent their recommendations to County Counsel to be written into a proper 

format.  These were then returned to the committee and, subsequently presented to 

the entire Board of Supervisors for consideration and approval.  The COVID-19 

Mandate Ordinance was placed on the next board meeting agenda as an 

‘emergency’ action.  However, as such ‘emergency’ actions require a passage by 

four of the five supervisors – and it was clear that two of the voting members 

would not approve – it was quickly pulled from the agenda.  It was replaced on the 

following week’s agenda as a non-emergency issue which would then only require 

three votes to pass.  The Lake County Board of Supervisors approved the 

ordinance on August 18, 2020 by a 4 – 1 vote. 

Before implementation could be made, a citizen petition was formulated to demand 

the ordinance be rescinded, or brought before a general vote of the county 

population, or that the supervisors themselves face recall potentials.  The 

implementation of the ordinance was put on hold.  By September the petition was 

submitted to the County and by codified procedure went to the Registrar of Voters 

to qualify the signatures to ensure validity of the signatures and that the proper 

quantity of signatures were submitted.  The statutes allow 30 days for this review.  
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The analysis was that the petition did not reach the required level of qualified 

signatures and it was then dismissed.  The ordinance was free to be fully enacted in 

early November 2020. 

Communications and coordination surrounding the actual implementation of the 

ordinance were non-existent.  Two departments, County Health and the 

Department of Community Development were chartered, in the ordinance, to be 

the enforcers of the ordinance up to and including the levying of the administrative 

fines.  Neither of those departments was consulted as to what their responsibilities 

would be or how they could manage to meet those responsibilities. No directions 

were issued from the Board or from County Administration as to what was 

expected or required at the time of enactment.  No staffing enhancements were 

initially considered (although a ‘staffing requisition’ for a specific COVID-19 

Compliance person was created in late December with the hope/intent of someone 

presently working for the county would bid on the opening.  As of April 2021, this 

opening remained unfilled.) 

Specific inquiries made to various members of the Board all provided the response 

that there actually was no real intent of enforcement of the ‘administrative fine’ 

segment of the ordinance.  From September through February in excess of four 

hundred complaints came into the ‘contact lines’ for citizens to report specific 

concerns.  This function, although not specified in the ordinance, unofficially 

functioned under the guidance of the Department of Health.  A limited number of 

‘instructional/guidance’ visits were made to non-compliant businesses.  Although 

they were generally successful, they were not universally successful.  However, no 

administrative fines were levied on those businesses who continued to 

ignore/refuse the recognized public health orders. 

As the vaccines became approved and then began to be available, the focus of the 

public health department went to providing protection for the residents of the 

county.  Firstly to the most vulnerable (our elderly citizens and those in congregate 

living situations) and then through a controlled series of specified tiers for other 

portions of our county.  There was no effort to continue ‘education/guidance’ on 

the ordinance requirements as this would have deterred from the critical vaccine 

distribution activities.  
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As a point of reference, when the city of Clearlake enacted their ordinance with 

administrative fines, they very quickly set up visits to non-compliant locations.  

When, if after several educational, guidance and encouragement visits might prove 

fruitless, they did levy stiff administrative fines and ensured their enforcement.  

Word spread quickly throughout the city of the commitment to follow through on 

this and non-compliance concerns dropped off quickly. 

The Grand Jury, in viewing the process and methodology of developing and 

enacting the County ordinance, with acknowledgment to the expected 

citizen/business push-back, and the lack of communication, coordination, and 

intent to follow through in which the ordinance was put into place, determined that 

it lacked effectiveness. This suggests that a more clearly delineated set of 

guidelines and procedures more explicit than the existing Emergency Operations 

Plan needs to be developed to deal with any future unexpected crises of great 

magnitude in the areas of public health, environmental or geologic or tectonic 

emergencies, or other potential areas of great impact. 

 

Facts 

 Departments of the County did not know exactly what their responsibilities 

were under the ordinance. 

 The affected departments of the County were not consulted before, during, 

or after the ordinance was passed. 

 A position to enforce ordinance compliance has, as of this date, not been 

filled. 

 No one currently working for the county applied for the COVID-19 

compliance position. 

 More than 400 complaints were filed by citizens concerned about business 

or individual non-compliance to the Health Department directives. 

 No administrative fines were imposed by the county for persistent non-

compliance. 
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Findings 

F1.  No effective communication occurred between the Board of Supervisors, 

County Administration, and the designated responsible departments leading to 

ineffective implementation of the COVID-19 enforcement ordinance. 

F2.  As no administrative fees were levied by the county, and education/guidance 

methods were only sporadically utilized, the ordinance in its present form did not 

enhance protection of the County. 

F3.  No process currently exists to guide effective response to unexpected urgent 

and serious county-wide challenges.  Existing Emergency Operations Plans do not 

effectively address this area. 

F4.  There are no documented set of policies and procedures completed for 

implementation and/or enforcement of the current ordinance. 

 

Recommendations: 

R1.  All future county-wide ordinances which designate multi-departmental 

involvement are discussed in advance with the specific departments including 

feasibility studies, staffing needs, training needs, and additional departmental 

budgeting to support the efforts. (F1) 

R2.  The current ordinance be amended to accurately represent what the County is 

willing and prepared to follow through on and then reissued to be on public record.  

(F2) 

 R3.  An adaptive and workable set of guidelines in dealing with unforeseen 

emergencies be developed to aid future county Boards, staff, and departments in 

addressing governmental leadership, regulations, and public conformity.  (F3, F4) 

 

Request for Responses:  

 

Pursuant to Penal Code section 933(c), the following responses are required: 

 

Board of Supervisors  (R1, R2, R3)  (90 days) 
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         Civil Grand Jury 2020/2021               

 

EMERGENCY EVACUATIONS IN RESPONSE TO WILDFIRES 

                                       

INTRODUCTION 

In response to a complaint, the Grand Jury assessed the procedures involved in 

ordering evacuations and permitting repopulation - and attendant communication 

issues - particularly during the LNU Complex (LNU) Fire in August 2020. In 

response to another complaint, the Grand Jury reviewed what agencies and 

departments could generate lists of the most at-risk elderly and disabled residents 

in Lake County who would need assistance to evacuate when Advisory or 

Mandatory Orders were issued by the Sheriff. This investigation did not include 

institutionalized populations. 

 

HISTORICAL CONTEXT  

 

In the United States, disaster response and relief has historically not been 

considered the responsibility of government, and, most especially, not of the 

federal government. People caught in natural calamities turned to family and to 

community organizations like churches and private charities for support. State and 

local governments readily engaged in rescue operations and the task of re-

establishing and enforcing civil order when necessary, but the federal government 

maintained a hands-off stance until the early 20th century.  

Over the years, the federal role in disaster relief has grown exponentially. In 1950, 

Congress gave the President the power to designate “disaster areas.” The 

designation triggers the availability of federal funds for rebuilding infrastructure 

and public buildings like schools, courts, libraries, police and fire departments, and 

other public institutions. In 1969, the Disaster Relief Act made federal aid 

available to individual citizens. In 1979, President Jimmy Carter issued the 

executive order that created FEMA, the Federal Emergency Management 

Administration.  
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The Robert T. Stafford Disaster Relief and Emergency Assistance Act (Stafford 

Act), passed in 1988 as an amended version of the Disaster Relief Act, 

was designed to effect an orderly and systematic means of federal natural disaster 

assistance for state and local governments in carrying out their responsibilities to 

aid citizens. Congress' intention was to encourage states and localities to develop 

comprehensive disaster preparedness plans, devise better intergovernmental 

coordination in the face of a disaster, encourage the use of insurance coverage, and 

provide federal assistance programs for losses due to a disaster. The Stafford Act 

gives FEMA the responsibility for coordinating government-wide relief efforts and 

includes contributions from 28 federal agencies and non-governmental 

organizations such as the American Red Cross. 

Title I of the Stafford Act cites the intent of Congress to provide continued and 

orderly assistance from the federal government to state and local governments to 

relieve hardship and damage that result from disasters. As defined by Title I, an 

emergency is "any occasion or instance for which, in the determination of the 

President, Federal assistance is needed to supplement State and local efforts and 

capabilities to save lives and to protect property and public health and safety, or to 

lessen or avert the threat of a catastrophe in any part of the United States. A major 

disaster is defined as any natural catastrophe, fire, flood, or explosion, determined 

by the president to warrant the additional resources of the federal government to 

alleviate damages or suffering they cause.” 

The disabled in any population are at high risk during emergencies. 

The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) of 1990 prohibits discrimination 

against people with disabilities and guarantees equal opportunities for individuals 

with disabilities in employment, transportation, public accommodations, state and 

local government services, and telecommunications. ADA disabilities include both 

mental and physical medical conditions affecting independence, communication, 

transportation, and medical care, which may not need to be severe or permanent to 

qualify. Increasingly, dependence upon continuous electrical service for essential 

medical devices is recognized as a qualifying disability. 

Not until following Hurricane Katrina in 2005, however, was FEMA given the 

responsibility to plan for the evacuation of the elderly and disabled. Nonetheless, 

the federal Government Accountability Office in 2017 in the aftermath of 

Hurricanes Irma & Harvey audited FEMA’s efforts and concluded that its policies 

for assistance were so unclear that its “disaster integration specialists” in its Office 

of Disability Integration and Coordination (who were sent to disaster sites) did not 

understand what was expected of them. In response, FEMA’s training has 

subsequently been improved. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/American_Red_Cross


41 

 

CURRENT PRACTICES 

 

State and local governments are primarily responsible for disaster management. 

The FEMA’s National Response Framework (NRF) defines the roles of entities 

that respond to all types of incidents, including local and state governments, the 

federal government, the private sector, and voluntary organizations. A core 

principle is that response efforts must adapt to meet evolving demands resulting 

from changes in disaster size, scope, and complexity. State and local agencies are 

primarily responsible for carrying out evacuations and administering shelters. In 

Lake County, The Sheriff, as Director of Emergency Services, per the Emergency 

Operations Plan, “will” coordinate the County's disaster response in conformance 

with its Emergency Services Ordinance. 

The public’s contemporary expectations of government in the wake of major 

disasters are substantial and include, at a minimum, maintaining and enforcing the 

rule of law and preserving human lives. People have an expectation of being 

engaged and involved and they don’t want to wait for information. They expect 

that their government agencies will not only be transparent and responsive, but that 

the response will be customized to the incident and be as rapid as the flow of 

electrons.  

This first section of the report both focuses on evacuations as a Lake County 

governmental responsibility to protect its residents and also emphasizes the 

genuine disruptions evacuations create and the communication shortcomings that 

can result. The second section focuses on how its disabled and elderly can be 

identified more rapidly and efficiently so that they can be relocated to safe zones 

outside an evacuated area.  

 

METHODOLOGY 

The Grand Jury interviewed in-person or via questionnaires: Hidden Valley Lake 

(HVL) residents who were evacuated; the principals from the Departments of 

Social Services, Behavioral Health, and Public Health; as well as all fire and police 

agencies, the Sheriff’s Office, the California Highway Patrol, senior centers, Lake 

Transit, People’s Services, and Pacific Gas & Electric (PG&E). Also reviewed 

were the Lake County Emergency Operations Plan, particularly its Mass Care and 

Shelter Annex and its Access and Functional Needs Annex, the Lake County 

Codes & Ordinances, and the Office of Emergency Services’ online and Facebook 

information. Additionally, FEMA’s procedures and the National Fire Protection 

Association's (NFPA) Emergency Evacuation Planning Guide for People with 

Disabilities were perused. Extensive Internet research was also undertaken. 
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DISCUSSION 

Three levels of evacuation alerts are customarily employed: 

I. Evacuation Alert – a wildfire threat exists in your area, and you would be 

wise to consider planning and/or packing. 

II. Evacuation Warning – there is a high probability of a need to evacuate 

and you should pack necessary items and prepare your family, pets, and 

vehicle for departure. Now is the time to move persons with mobility or 

medical issues and livestock. 

III. Evacuation Order – you are being told to leave within a specific time 

period and by pre-designated routes. 

Evacuation of one’s home and community, although a necessary response to a 

wildfire, is an abrupt and disorienting disturbance in its own right to individuals, 

families, and communities. In fact, it is perhaps the most disruptive aspect of a 

wildfire, after loss of life and property, for most residents of fire-affected 

communities.  

The Committee looked at published literature on the topic. Some of the prevalent 

findings about evacuation are: (1) the disaster warning systems are integrated 

among multiple agencies, with each having responsibility (at times overlapping) 

for different aspects of the emergency; (2) an initial disbelief or denial about the 

threat or warning leads to delayed action due to attempts to confirm the threat or 

warning; (3) evacuation is a social-media group activity, therefore, warnings are 

communicated and processed as a group; (4) most evacuees stay with friends or 

family rather than in shelters; (5) panic is rare; (6) looting is not common; and (7) 

generally, prior experience with a disaster event leads to greater preparedness and a 

positive response to warnings at the household and community levels, with the 

exception being those who believe that the government agencies overreacted or 

“cried wolf.” 

The sad reality is that the disabled and elderly are most likely to die during a 

disaster. In Hurricane Katrina in 2005, 49% of the dead were 75 or older. After 

Hurricane Maria struck Puerto Rico in 2017, 77% of the dead were 65 or older. 

 

EVACUATION/REPOPULATION EXPERIENCES DURING THE LNU FIRE 

The Sheriff is the Director of Emergency Services and, as such, is responsible for 

initiating alerts, warnings and evacuation orders, notifying the affected residents, 

and controlling access to the evacuated area(s) during states of emergency within 

the territorial limits of Lake County. The Sheriff also authorizes repopulation when 

the immediate danger has passed. During wildfires, the most common emergency 
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in Lake County in recent years, the Sheriff and his emergency management team 

are intended to be in continuous contact with local/regional fire-district and CalFire 

personnel, PG&E, and State OES officers.  

Looking at the Hidden Valley Lake (HVL) evacuation during the LNU fires in 

2020, the Grand Jury found that the primary problems for residents were to 

interpret the information, clues, and rumors they were receiving from various 

sources (phones, television, radio, social media, and neighbors) about the location 

and growth of the fire and also to prepare for the very real possibility of 

evacuation. The situational constraint in this stage was the amount of time 

emergency managers and HVL residents had to process information, assess risk, 

and prepare for evacuation. Whether or when to impose the evacuation order was a 

concern for the emergency managers. Public safety and local government officials 

wanted residents to have time to prepare, per the steps established in their 

community-wide training, but were concerned that waiting – if “firebrands” (wind 

borne embers) were blown into the subdivision -  would make some escape routes 

nonviable and create traffic jams, or that evacuees would impede access by fire 

personnel. No preliminary advisory evacuation order was issued by the Sheriff’s 

Office or emergency managers. When the mandatory evacuation order was 

invoked, residents were notified by bullhorn broadcasts from the HVL security 

personnel in vehicles, NIXLES/LakeCoAlerts, and reverse 9-1-1 calls, as well as 

Facebook public-safety scanner sites. 

 

TO EVACUATE OR NOT      

   

One concern that the Sheriff’s deputies had was dealing with residents who would 

not evacuate. Residents generally knew that they could stay behind, and some 

wanted to do so to protect their homes and property from the fire, if it arrived, and 

potential looters, as well as to maintain access to their homes and pets. Numerous 

others did not think they were in danger from the fire because of its distance from 

HVL, and they questioned whether evacuation was “really” necessary. 

During evacuation, one’s daily routines are upended. The first problem is to find 

shelter and then try to maintain a normal routine amid disorder. Compounding the 

disorder and uncertainty is the frustration, anxiety, and tension resulting from lack 

of control over the situation and having to conform to a daily routine established 

by others.  Most evacuees avoided the evacuation shelters and stayed with friends 

and family or in hotels or in campgrounds. There were significant ‘out-of-pocket’ 

costs associated with the latter options.  Finding food was more difficult because of 

the effects of the pandemic on restaurants. 
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Evacuees avoided shelters because of noise, the lack of privacy, or the “no pet” 

policies. The boarding of pets and livestock was a problem for many. Evacuation 

shelters did not take pets, and boarding facilities required proof of vaccination, 

something evacuees did not always have with them. Animal shelters and boarding 

facilities were filled beyond capacity with pets, and fairgrounds were used to house 

horses and cattle. Caring for so many animals stretched shelter staff and volunteers 

thin. Lake County Animal Care and Control has an emergency service called 

LEAP – Lake Evacuation and Emergency Protection – that could assist with 

removing animals to safety and/or providing food for those remaining behind. 

County law enforcement officers patrolled evacuated areas, checked on residents 

who stayed behind, and continued with their normal duties in unaffected parts of 

the County. Both law enforcement and CalTrans personnel manned roadblocks. 

Dispatch Center phones rang constantly with residents wanting information on the 

fire and specifics as to when they could return home. They also asked the Sheriff’s 

Office to check on their homes, look for and/or care for animals, and requested 

permission to visit their homes. Many were concerned about rotted food. Some 

residents used their knowledge of the back roads to avoid the roadblocks and check 

on their homes, retrieve possessions, or care for animals.  

Many evacuees expressed dismay at the exceptions that were allowed for non-

emergency actions such as routine refuse pick-up and a special luncheon – 

requiring cooks, wait staff, and cleaning staff.  Universal enforcement was lacking. 

 

COMMUNICATION – EARLY & OFTEN      

 

To respond to these inquiries and to reach nonlocal property owners and evacuees 

who did not stay at shelters or that left the area, the Sheriff posted frequent videos 

on his department website and on Facebook and was interviewed on KPFZ. This 

frequent communication was intended to be reassuring to displaced residents and 

to help reduce their anxiety. The videos were in English. NIXLE alerts were also 

issued in English. LakeCoAlerts, however, are available in Spanish. But because 

they are “opt-in” emergency alert systems, they do not broadcast to all phones. The 

reality is, of course, that communications are often severely disrupted during 

wildfires, including phone and internet connections, leaving residents without 

crucial information for making important decisions for their families.   

Regarding the expected duration of evacuation, some evacuated residents felt that 

they were receiving inadequate information, especially as the days wore on. Being 

denied re-entry to one’s community at the roadblocks seemed like unnecessary 
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government interference to some residents, but, to a Sheriff’s deputy or CalTrans 

personnel, it was believed to be a necessary step in protecting the public. The 

problem for the Sheriff and CalFire personnel was determining when it would be 

safe to let people return. Officials, recognizing that every wildfire and evacuation 

are different, wanted to be intentionally flexible and to be able to convey accurate, 

if delayed, information. They were concerned about uncertain fire behavior, the 

depleted ranks of firefighters in Lake County, at what point the fire would cease to 

threaten HVL, the winds and humidity, status of roads for ingress and egress, and 

lack of power and water. Conflicting information was conveyed to the public from 

several differing official sources. 

The Grand Jury concluded that communication was a major issue with evacuees. 

Specifically, they wanted more real-time, site-specific information than was, in 

many instances, available. Attempts by fire and law enforcement officials to 

control the quality of such information were, in some cases, viewed by residents as 

being non-responsive or as creating needless delays in information flow.  

The Grand Jury was told that when residents tried to access the County Emergency 

Operations Center website, it was marked “closed” during overnight hours. If 

access is not generally available during emergencies due to staffing shortages, the 

County now has a Community Emergency Response Team (CERT) in-training 

through North Coast Opportunities that could be utilized in support roles.  

 

SHELTER IN PLACE 

 

Fortunately, the LNU fire did not reach HVL. Oft-expressed reluctance to leave in 

the event of another wildfire evacuation is an unfortunate side-effect. The Grand 

Jury would like to emphasize that this is an increasing point of concern and has 

implications for public safety in any future fire. However, what people say they 

will do and what they actually do when the event happens are often two different 

things. Homeowners recognize that they cannot control or stop a hurricane or 

tornado, but they appear to believe they could put out the spot fires that erupt after 

a flame-front has passed or construct a fire line to save their own and neighboring 

homes. Residents’ refusing to evacuate is the last thing that fire crews want. Most 

residents do not have relevant training and may not appreciate the peril they are in. 

The reality is, during multiple simultaneous wildfires and evacuations, firefighting 

and law enforcement resources are overextended and may be unable to respond to 

calls for help from those remaining behind. That reality needs to be communicated 

clearly during community preparations for disaster response. 
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Given the difficulty of predicting what a wildfire will do and the fact that some 

people likely will stay behind to protect their homes and neighborhoods, evaluation 

of whether shelter-in-place might be an option for some people in some 

communities could be considered. At the very least, residents need to be informed 

that, by choosing to remain on their properties in the event of a mandatory 

evacuation order, they assume the risk that later rescue may be impossible, which 

may result in serious injury or death.  

 

A. EVACUATION OF LAKE COUNTY’S MOST AT-RISK RESIDENTS 
 

This section is rooted in two realities – wildfires are inevitably going to happen in 

Lake County, and firefighters will be unable to extinguish these fires at a pace to 

save all of the people and property in their path. As not enough government 

emergency personnel may be available to rescue the elderly and disabled, the 

ultimate responsibility for preparation rests with the individuals needing help 

during emergencies and with their families and communities.  
 

The Firewise Communities / USA Recognition Program teaches people living 

within the Wildland-Urban Interface (WUI) how to adapt to living with wildfire by 

preparing for a fire before it occurs. This program is offered through the National 

Fire Protection Association (NFPA) and provides communities with resources on 

how to work together to create and implement strategies and practices to reduce 

wildfire risk. At least 10 Firewise Communities have been certified in Lake 

County. Information about the disabled and elderly is solicited within these 

communities. 
 

Pursuant to California Penal Code 409.5(a), state, county, and city peace officers, 

and other designated officials, are vested with the authority to close public and 

private lands, and order evacuations. Some states, including Texas and Florida, 

have established statewide voluntary registries for residents who may need 

specialized assistance in an emergency. In California, residents who depend on a 

consistent source of electricity to power medical equipment can opt to register with 

PG&E as a way of communicating their need to access generator power in the case 

of a widespread power outage. 
 

NFPA's Emergency Evacuation Planning Guide for People with 

Disabilities provides useful information on categories of disabilities and the 

evacuation information that is most needed. The Five General Categories of 

Disabilities are: Mobility, Blind or Low Vision, Deaf or Hard of Hearing, Speech, 

and Cognitive. In addition to people with permanent or long-term disabilities, there 
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are others who have temporary conditions that affect their usual abilities. Broken 

bones, illness, trauma, or surgery can affect a person’s mobility and self-reliance 

for a short time. Diseases of the heart or lungs, neurological diseases with a 

resulting lack of coordination, and seizures can be disabling long-term. Reduction 

in overall ability is also experienced by many elderly. The morbidly obese often 

need assistance, as well. 

While not “disabled,” strictly speaking, persons without vehicles or access to 

transportation are clearly also at-risk during emergencies and resulting 

evacuations.  In Lake County, Lake Transit and People’s Services make 

transportation available for both able-bodied and disabled populations, and school 

buses may also be pressed into service. 

 The NFPA’s Four Elements of Evacuation Information That People Need include:  

a. Notification (What is the emergency?),  

b. Way-finding (Where is the way out?),  

c. Use of the way (Can I get out by myself or do I need help? – for myself, 

myself with mobility device or with power-dependent equipment, myself 

with service animal?), and  

d. Assistance (How Much and What Kind of assistance might I need? Who - 

What - Where - When – How?) 

The Planning Guide also includes a checklist that government agencies and people 

with disabilities can use to design a personalized evacuation plan. While this 

particular published checklist pertains to persons living in urban areas, it is helpful 

in both emphasizing that the information can be customized and distributed to first 

responders and also in urging practice of the evacuation ahead of an actual 

emergency. What is essential is that the elderly and disabled have a plan. 

    Additional helpful resources include: 

American Red Cross, Preparing for Disaster for People with Disabilities and 

Other Special Needs. 

FEMA, Preparing Makes Sense for People with Disabilities, Others with 

Access and Functional Needs and the Whole Community. 

 

WHO IDENTIFIES THE NEEDY? 

 

Actual lists of residents known or expected or suspected to need evacuation 

assistance are generated from at least five sources – Social Services, Behavioral 

Health, the Senior Centers, the school districts, and PG&E. 

https://oes.ucsc.edu/emergency-preparedness/procedures/arcdisasterprep.pdf
https://oes.ucsc.edu/emergency-preparedness/procedures/arcdisasterprep.pdf
https://oes.ucsc.edu/emergency-preparedness/procedures/femaada.pdf
https://oes.ucsc.edu/emergency-preparedness/procedures/femaada.pdf
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The “Access and Functional Needs (AFN) Annex” of the Lake County Emergency 

Operations Plan, intended to support the disabled and elderly community, was last 

updated in 2017. The Sheriff’s Office of Emergency Services (OES) is the lead 

agency responsible “in planning for effectively responding to the AFN 

population.” Further, “[s]pecific needs for the AFN population will be determined 

during a disaster operation.”  
 

The Annex lists In-Home Supportive Services (IHSS) and Child Welfare Services, 

both within the Department of Social Services (DSS), as being responsible to 

identify and contact their clients to ensure that they are aware of the emergency 

and are receiving adequate care or being evacuated, if necessary. Both IHSS 

(DHS) and also Behavioral Health maintain databases of their clients that could be 

utilized. The IHSS list, updated monthly, includes approximately 2,200 clients in 

Lake County who need assistance from a caretaker, with 70% disabled and 30% 

seniors. [NB: this list does not include clients/families who pay privately for in-

home care.] DSS also receives a monthly updated list from the Area Agency on 

Aging (AAA) of the Senior Centers’ Meals-on-Wheels clients, the number of 

whom is not currently known to the Grand Jury. The Behavioral Health list of 

more than 2,000 persons receiving services for both mental health and substance-

use disorders is not provided to first responders; their own staff contact the clients 

to inform them of the plan of action and may also provide transportation. 
 

The Annex also recognizes that the school districts are required to have their own 

emergency plans for, inter alia, evacuations and that they have automated phone-

call capability to reach the parents/guardians. At-risk children with physical and/or 

mental disabilities are noted. 
 

Residents who are dependent on electronic devices can opt-in to PG&E’s Medical 

Baseline Program (MBP). In addition to charging a lower rate on the enrollees’ 

monthly energy bill, the program provides extra notifications in advance of a 

planned Public Safety Power Shutoff (PSPS) – but not during emergency shutoffs. 

Obviously, the shutoffs accompanying a wildfire may or may not be planned in 

advance. Access to names and addresses of this at-risk population is permitted by 

PG&E only if the first-responder agencies or others involved in emergency 

management first submit a Non-Disclosure Agreement (NDA). (Lakeport Police 

Dept. has done so.)  The utility also provides portable charging stations at several 

sites in the event of power outages. As of March 2021, there were 2,757 MBP 

customers in Lake County. PG&E now has assigned a representative to be present 

in the Emergency Operations Center (EOC). 
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The County’s six Fire Protection Districts, in responding to all EMS calls, 

indicated that they are generally aware of the most needy residents within their 

district who frequently request aid, although no formal list is kept. However, 

during a wildfire, the districts do not have the staff to focus solely on who needs 

help evacuating and they believe that the law enforcement agencies should be in 

charge of evacuations. 
 

Therefore, lists are available of approximately 7,000 elderly and disabled within 

Lake County, with undoubtedly considerable overlap. The Grand Jury raises the 

question of whether one single list could and should be generated, regularly 

updated, and maintained under proper confidentiality requirements by one single 

agency. Social Services would seem to be the logical group to “host” the list, 

especially as the Director is present in the EOC during disasters. The Grand Jury 

recognizes that at least one additional staff member may be needed to maintain 

such a list. Confidentiality requirements are suspended during declared 

emergencies, so first responders could have rapid access to a geographically-

targeted evacuation list. 
 

Attendant to identifying at-risk residents is determining their location. Where are 

they and how do responders reach them? The County IT Department has 

sophisticated GIS software that could be linked to evacuation lists. The Sheriff is 

in the process of acquiring a special database – Zonehaven - that will permit 

minute mapping of the geographic areas in the County within each fire district and 

will both integrate with the County GIS system and also overlap with the 

emergency alert system.  Zonehaven will also provide a public-facing website 

where residents can get information, as well. Lastly, CalFire maintains very 

detailed maps of roads within the entire County and is currently updating its 

comprehensive atlas.   
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FINDINGS: 

F-1: The evacuation decisions and implementation are coordinated by the 

Sheriff with extensive collaboration from partnering agencies. 

 

F-2: Evacuations are extremely disruptive to residents and equally stressful 

for emergency management personnel. 

 

F-3: Perceived communication deficits between emergency managers/law 

enforcement and the public are common during evacuations, with residents 

generally wanting instantaneous information and first responders prioritizing 

accurate, if delayed, information. 

 

F-4: How to motivate residents who refuse to evacuate in order to decrease 

risk of injury to themselves and first responders remains a conundrum.  This 

concern was less after the Valley Fire but has become a greater concern 

following the actions surrounding the LNU evacuation implementation and 

repopulation. 

 

F-5: The Sheriff’s videos and radio interviews were intended to be effective 

for the audience they reached and could be, in the future, 

supplemented/targeted to reach additional segments of the population, 

especially with simultaneous or sequential bilingual translation. 

 

F-6: Lists of at-risk residents are maintained by at least five groups, with 

approximately 7,000 names on the lists that are currently available.  

 

F-7: The PG&E Medical Baseline Program list is made available only if a 

NDA has been provided by the requesting agency. 

 

F-8: Information on preparing for wildfires is widely available online and 

provided as handouts and mailers by CalFire, County agencies, and non-

profits such as Firewise Communities/USA, but individualized evacuation 

plans created for the disabled and elderly are far less common. 

 

F-9: The Sheriff’s customization of the new Zonehaven database will 

provide essential geographic information during emergencies and will be 

available to County administration, emergency managers, and the public. 
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F-10: The AFN Annex of the County’s Emergency Operations Plan was last 

updated in 2017. 

 

F-11: The EOC website and/or phone may not be available to the public 24/7 

during an emergency. 

 

F-12: CERT training has been effected by North Coast Opportunities, and 

team members can fill support roles during emergencies. 

 

F-13: HIPPA restrictions may be waived during declared emergencies. 

(Privacy section of the Health Information Technology for Economic and 

Clinical Health Act)  
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RECOMMENDATIONS: 

R-1: The Sheriff – or his designee(s) – should investigate how to achieve 

greater compliance with, and confidence in, future evacuation orders so as to 

reduce potential injury to both residents and sheriff’s deputies and other first 

responders. At the very least, the Sheriff’s Office should communicate prior 

to an emergency that residents refusing to evacuate when so ordered remain 

behind at their own risk. (F-4, F-5) 

 

R-2:  If the EOC phone cannot practically be utilized as a consistent 

information portal for the public 24 hours/day during declared emergencies, 

another phone line ( such as 3-1-1) should be designated for emergency 

information and be made available by the County, perhaps manned by 

CERT team members. (F-11, F-12) 

 

R-3: The Department of Social Services should consider consolidating and 

centralizing the available lists of the elderly and disabled from all sources 

into one regularly-updated master list that could be linked to the County’s 

GIS system and to the Sheriff’s new Zonehaven database - and be made 

available to first responders during emergencies. (F-6, F-9, F-13) 

 

R-4: County government departments serving the elderly and disabled and 

AAA/Senior Centers should consider assisting their clients or encouraging 

their clients’ families/caregivers to create an individualized evacuation plan. 

(F-6, F-8, F-13) 

 

R-5: County government departments serving the elderly and disabled, as 

well as the law-enforcement agencies, should confirm that they can currently 

access the PG&E Medical Baseline Program list or else submit a NDA to 

permit access. (F-7, F-13) 

 

R-6: The Sheriff should consider providing bilingual communications 

universally to the public during emergencies. (F-5) 

 

R-7: The OES Manager should update the AFN Annex of the County’s 

Emergency Operations Plan from its 2017 edition. (F-10) 
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RESPONSES: 

Pursuant to Penal Code section 933(c), the following Responses are 

required: 

 

 Board of Supervisors        (R-2)                            90 days 

 

 Sheriff                               (R-1, R-2, R-6, R-7)    60 days 

 

The following Responses are invited: 

 

          Department of Social Services (R-3, R-4, R-5)     90 days 

 

 Department of Behavioral Health (R-4, R-5)        90 days 

 

 Clearlake Police Department (R-5)                       60 days 
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            Civil Grand Jury 2020/2021               

 

Wastewater  -  Getting It Right 

 

Conservation, ecology, and the environment:  these are areas getting increased 

interest everywhere around the world. It is always easy to focus on portions of 

these topics getting lots of attention in the news.  However, the greater subjects 

contain perhaps less noticeable but critically important segments that underlie all 

of our daily lives.  One of these segments is sewage and the removal of 

wastewater.  In Lake County, a good portion of rural residences and businesses are 

maintained by septic systems.  The larger majority of locations, though, are 

serviced by specialized semi-private or public departments.  The primary systems 

the Grand Jury investigated are:  

 Clearlake Oaks Community Water District 

 Hidden Valley Lake Community Services District 

 Lake County Special Districts 

Each of these systems provides well designed and monitored, as well as high 

quality and efficient, modern technology to fulfill their needed goals.  Each of 

them has broad coverage over wide service areas maintaining everything from the 

sewers under the streets as the primary movement points through pumping stations, 

through filtration processing, and through cleaning/sanitizing techniques until the 

re-processed water is returned to the environment in several ways.  In each of these 

differing districts, great attention is given to not only deal with a standard or 

normal level of need but also to have working systems and methods to deal with 

unexpected and exceptional needs (such as during very significant weather/rain 

occurrences). 

In addition to the extent of the residential and commercial wastewater handling in 

our cities and towns, the realm of wastewater processing and handling for selected 

areas of agriculture – particularly the vineyards – has importance to the County. 
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While not necessarily a topic of common conversation, Lake County citizens 

should take pride in how our combined systems are not only servicing the basic 

need but also in participation in quite innovative and future-thinking solutions 

benefiting both our people and our environment. 

 

Discussion 

Sewage, when reaching the end of the sewer piping system, goes through three 

basic treatment steps: a) the ‘primary’ has the removal of large objects, some solids 

(such as debris or gravel or sand), and certain liquids and semi-liquids (such as 

fats, oils, and grease); b) the ‘secondary treatment’ which is the degradation of 

biological content (human waste, food, soaps, detergents); and c) the ‘tertiary 

treatment’ which is the final process to increase the water quality to desired levels 

before it is returned to the environment.  There can be many segments, each of 

importance and working in unison with the others, in these basic steps.  The Grand 

Jury reviewed engineering plans for each of the three districts as well as 

emergency and overflow systems and procedures to assure maximum safety and 

environmental responsibility.  An extended tour was made of the County 

operations located northwest of Lakeport and in Middletown.  This proved to be 

far more interesting and informative than any of the jurors would have imagined 

prior to the visit. A “step-by-step” description of the Lakeport facility shows: 

1)  All raw sewage that has moved through piping and pumps arrives at the 

preliminary screening and ‘comminutor’ (grinder) station 

                    

(Note – this was the only point in the entire facility/process that evidenced any 

particular or expected odor at all.) 
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2) The wastewater continues through grit filters and the primary clarifier for 

removal of sludge that is separately treated for disposal. 

3) The water then proceeds to the first aeration tank to begin a further separation of 

sludge through an activated biological process. 

                   

4)  The water is then moved to a different pond where a new technology called the 

“Blue Frog System” (a commercial name) where oxygen is moved laterally 

through numerous water columns – as opposed to the more traditional vertical 

movement – to dissolve bio-solids, which allows them to settle and then, at a 

known and controlled rate, decompose.  This step keeps a quantity of active bio-

material in the pond to facilitate the ongoing process. 

                      

5) Upon completion of the lateral oxygenation process, the water passes through a 

chemical monitoring station where small amounts of disinfectant chemicals are 

added as necessary. 

6) The water moves to another aeration pond to complete the purification process. 

7) The water then is pumped to a final holding pond. 
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*****All measures for safety are rigorously identified and followed at the 

facility***** 

          

 

Within this processing facility is a central district monitoring system that entails a 

quite large number of factors.  In addition to the chemical/purity sensors 

throughout the above processes, there are reporting sensors from every pumping 

station throughout the entire County-operated sewage and effluent (ready for return 

to the environment) water.  These data inputs are formatted and recorded to allow 

long term tracking, monitoring, and projection of system maintenance needs, 

which is very thorough and efficient.  Short-term planned updates to this capability 

will allow real-time monitors to immediately alert Special Districts staff of any 

system shutdown or failure and to assure response on the scene in a very short time 

anytime day or night. 
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This overall facility has a large solar panel array (joining with conventional 

generators) to provide power even during times of area-wide disruptions (such as 

Public Safety Power Shutoffs) 

 

A system upgrade is planned to install Tesla storage batteries for increased 

capacity and efficiency for the solar array. 

 

As noted earlier, the effluent water can be returned to the environment in several 

ways.  For Hidden Valley Lake, some of the effluent is spread (via giant 

sprinklers) over large tracts of open fields.  Some other portions are sent for non-

potable usages in their areas. Some other portions are intentionally funneled to 

water runs that flow away from any public waterway and allow for natural 

evaporation to progress. 

For Lake County Special Districts, including Clearlake Oaks, the effluent water is 

used in a unique and highly environmentally sensitive way.  The combined effluent 

from the several facilities that operate similarly to the one described above (located 

in Lakeport, Clearlake Oaks, Clearlake, and Middletown) is sent through a major 

pipeline with multiple pumping stations from the north central part of the county, 

all the way around the Lake, down to the southwestern portion of the county 
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The effluent leaves the control of Lake County outside of Middletown where it is 

then further pumped by CalPine (commercial energy production consortium) to 

‘The Geysers’ twenty plus steam geothermal electricity generation sites.  The 

effluent water is injected under high pressure into the geothermal active areas (322 

steam wells and 54 injection wells) in the Mayacamas Mountains where it is 

converted to steam that powers turbines for generation of electricity.  The heat for 

this process comes from magma located four miles beneath the surface. This group 

of generation facilities, utilizing Lake County effluent wastewater as well as 

effluent water from Santa Rosa, is the largest geothermal electricity generation 

center in the world.  Lake County delivers eight to nine million gallons of 

reclaimed water per day through our county-wide pipeline, equating to roughly 3 

billion gallons each year. 
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Winery Wastewater 

For our county’s important wine industry, a very different set of factors, processes, 

and controls are used.  Across California there are more than 4,600 wine grape 

growers and more than 2,800 wineries.  California produced 680 million gallons of 

wine last year.  Wastewater production from the wine industry varies (by location 

and type of grape/wine) from 3 to 10 gallons of wastewater per gallon of 

consumable wine.  Looking at averages would indicate about 4 billion gallons of 

specialized wastewater statewide per year.  To manage this, a number of Regional 

Water Quality Control Boards have been established for differing sections of 

California.  The largest is the Central Valley region and Lake County is within 

their designated control area.  The individual regional boards have differing 

standards they set for their districts.  The Central Valley regional standards have 

been the most restrictive/controlled of any region in the state. 

Untreated wastewater from wine production contains everything from organic 

solids (leaves, stems, skins, seeds and pulp) to yeast to salts and other chemicals to 

regular dirt.  All winery wastewater is collected for cleansing/processing.  The 

smaller growers and bottlers often ship the untreated wastewater out to specialized 

facilities for processing.  The larger producers generally do that conversion from 

untreated to effluent on their own property. 

The actual process has many similarities to the general sewage treatment process.  

Greater attention is paid to agricultural specific chemical/biological supplements 

and additives such as pesticides and fertilizers.  Often aeration ponds are replaced 

with evaporation ponds wherein remaining sludge can be more readily collected 

and further processed.  But, the aeration pond process does still have some 

significant usage in the industry.  The goal of any effluent water production is to 

finally utilize it for other agricultural, construction (roads/highways would be 

common), decorative, and other non-potable applications. 

As the volume of consumable wine increases at any given industry location, the 

wastewater processing testing, quality, handling, and effluent dispersal regulations 

becomes more stringent.  Mistakes leading to ground water or surface water 

contamination – while quite rare – are dealt with quickly and severely.  For such a 

large and broad geographic based industry, the successes in meeting and exceeding 

the required standards are a matter of industry-wide pride.  Lake County’s wineries 

attain the same forward thinking and environmentally protective results as does our 

general sewage processing system. 
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COVID-19 and Wastewater 

The public has brought forward numerous questions regarding COVID-19 and the 

sewage processing systems in our county.  Very early on in the first stages of 

learning about, and reactions to, the virus, testing was done by an out-of-state 

company specifically looking for signs of waste bearing the virus.  As our county 

health department, using nasal swab techniques, was determining how much the 

virus might have spread in certain portions of our population, the simultaneous 

wastewater testing was confirming that the actual spread of the virus was broader 

based and detectable in many areas of the county.  Even though both methods still 

showed small numbers of actual cases, they did verify the presence and spread of 

the virus.  These kinds of wastewater testing began in March, 2020 and continued 

through until July, 2020 at which point no questions remained as to the reality of 

the virus spreading throughout the entire county. 

It is most important to note that the careful processing steps turning wastewater 

into effluent water done by all of the sewage districts in Lake County completely 

disinfects any traces of COVID-19.  There has not been, nor will there be, any 

spread of COVID-19 via these facilities.  
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Findings: 

F1. The sewage processing facilities maintained by Lake County Special 

Districts and the reviewed operations in Clearlake Oaks and Hidden Valley 

Lake are meeting their quality and service goals. 

F2.   The processing of wastewater into effluent water for agricultural and energy 

production usage is a progressive achievement for Lake County and of 

significant importance in environmental protection and renewable resource 

management. 

 

Recommendations: 

R1. A specific program be developed - that provides information and tours 

(methods of operation and environmental impact) for appropriate secondary 

school science classes - between the Lake County Office of Education and 

Lake County Special Districts Department.  

 

 

The Grand Jury invites the following to respond: 

 

Board of Supervisors    (R1)                  (90 days) 

Lake County Superintendent of Schools (R1)                  (60 days)   
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           Civil Grand Jury 2020/2021                    

County of Lake 

No-Bid Contracts 

Governments, from the federal, to the state, to local, must spend a great deal of 

money.  That is what allows governments to operate.  At the local level, generally 

the largest portion of overall budgets is in salaries and benefits.  But there are other 

significant areas of government spending ranging from construction and 

improvements to health and wellness programs to education to … the list can be 

long.  All government departments and activities require supplies and services to 

function as they are expected.  Needed supplies and services are almost always 

attained through a purchasing procedure.  At all levels of government, these 

purchasing procedures are usually well defined and have built-in methods for 

ensuring that the purchases have the best results for both the government and the 

people they are serving. 

There are some purchases where only one source is available for a needed item or 

service.  Perhaps a very specific software program used to streamline an area and 

increase usability and efficiency; or a unique medical or psychological service that 

can be only obtained through one qualified source.  For these, once that qualified 

source is identified, there is a designated point of purchase.  A good example of 

this is “fleet purchasing” for automobiles where repetitive standard needs are 

designated – such as specific police cruisers. 

For most items, though, a system of bidding for fulfillment of the need is a proven 

method for obtaining the best value or best desired results for the product or 

service.  This can take into account more than just the lowest pricing; but can 

factor in other aspects such as servicing availability, lead-time for delivery, usage, 

and accessibility, in helping guide the best decision.  Having most of the 

expenditures of local government qualified by a bidding system is a common 

practice by governments at all levels.  It is considered a critical portion of budget 

control and efficiency of operations. 
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Lake County, during this current fiscal year, has seen a significant increase in no-

bid purchase contracts proposed and approved under the description of “Waive the 

formal bidding process, pursuant to Lake County Code Section 38.2, as it is not in 

the public interest due to the unique nature of goods or services.” 

Discussion  

Each individual department in Lake County governance generates its own purchase 

orders based on continuing needs and in keeping with established budgets.  

Differing total purchase levels require various levels of departmental approval.  At 

certain specified levels these purchasing requirements need approval by the Board 

of Supervisors.  Purchases are recorded and documented by the Lake County 

Auditor-Controller’s office.   

For the past five fiscal years, looking at the time frame of July 1 to the following 

end of March (to match the portion of the current fiscal year highlighted by this 

report), actual purchase expenditures have been 

 7/1/2015 – 3/30/2016    $ 7,978,937.55 

 7/1/2016 – 3/31/2017    $ 7,136,692.84 

 7/1/2017 – 3/30/2018             $11,825,294.95 

 7/1/2018 – 3/28/2019    $ 7,827,816.89 

 7/1/2019 – 3/26/2020    $ 9,797,812.28 

From July 1, 2020 to March 23, 2021 a total of $9,388,164.13 was submitted and 

approved as “Waive the formal bidding process, pursuant to Lake County Code 

Section 38.2, as it is not in the public interest due to the unique nature of goods or 

services.”  This appears to be an exceptionally high number for a county with our 

budget.  See attachment for details. 

Without question, some of the total will clearly be of unique and single sourced 

nature.  (As an example, significant funding for 5150’s – the health regulations that 

allow involuntary holding of a person for psychological evaluation - is, eventually, 

fully funded from state and federal sources or private insurance.  Multiple bids 

would not be effective.) It is practical to acknowledge that some portion of this 

may be directly related to how any business, including government business, has 

been affected by the COVID-19 safety protocols and necessities.  However, the 

amount of the no bid contracts, when compared against recent previous years 

actual spending has raised concerns.  Of the $9.3 million total, $7,041,980.40 is in 
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the ‘health and wellness’ arena (both physical health and psychological/behavioral 

health).  The remaining $2,346,183.73 is spread across a range of other county 

departments. 

 

Findings: 

F1.  No regular schedule for review of on-going large scale contracts has been 

formalized across all county departments. 

F2.  The language/classification designated for no-bid contracts utilized in Board 

of Supervisors agendas and minutes does not allow for specification or detail into 

why any given contract has the competitive bidding process waived. 

 

Recommendations: 

R1.  A system of regular and scheduled reviews of on-going contracts and supplier 

usage be instituted to ensure optimal efficiency in expenditure of county funds.   

(F1) 

R2.  No bid contracts/purchase orders for Board of Supervisors review and 

approvals to have specific references on the formal meeting agendas indicating 

accurately as to an actual unique good or service or as to when the last competitive 

analysis was performed on this category of good or service.  (F2) 

 

Request for Responses:  

 

Pursuant to Penal Code section 933(c), the following responses are required: 

 

Board of Supervisors  (R1, R2)                           (90 days)   
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         Civil Grand Jury 2020/2021                   

County of Lake 

 

LAKE COUNTY NEEDS ITS OWN  

COMMUNITY MENTAL HEALTH FACILITY 

  

 

During several of its investigations this year, the Grand Jury learned that Lake 

County needs either its own inpatient psychiatric facility or access to one closer to 

home.  

At present, most services provided by the County’s Behavioral Health Services are 

walk-ins or by appointment.  However, some clients require a higher level of care, 

usually against their will, at least initially. After being detained and possibly 

receiving acute services, these involuntary patients are placed in residential 

community mental health facilities.
1
  Because there are none of these facilities in 

Lake County, local clients are sent to out-of-county placements, often ones far 

from home. This disrupts their already fragile community ties and family 

relationships. 

The Involuntary Treatment Process 

Typically, a patient who is detained involuntarily enters the process after a 

confrontation with law enforcement officers who take the individual into custody 

and initiate a 72-hour hold for treatment and evaluation under section 5150 of the 

Welfare and Institutions Code. 
2
  

 

                                                      
1 These facilities are licensed by the California Mental Health Licensing section of the Department of Health 

Care Services.. 

2 Colloquially “5150’d.” 
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Next, either law enforcement or a mental health worker from the County transports 

the individual to the Emergency Room either at the Adventist Hospital in Clearlake 

or at Sutter Lakeside Hospital in Lakeport.  A psychiatric evaluation is made to 

determine whether the person is a danger to himself or herself or others or gravely 

disabled as a result of a mental disorder.
 3
 

At any time from this point on, the individual may agree to accept treatment on a 

voluntary basis.  If voluntary treatment is refused and if a doctor determines that 

the person is a danger or gravely disabled, the doctor may then approve a 72-hour 

involuntary hold.  After the first 72 hours, the Lanterman Petris Short Act (Welfare 

and Institutions Code, section 5000, et seq)
 
allows involuntary detention for longer 

periods if warranted. 

                                What is Happening Today 

The conditions cited above do not do justice to the community disruption these 

mentally ill individuals may cause.  Local social media sites are full of complaints 

and concerns regarding these situations. Law enforcement is burdened and 

frustrated when these disturbed individuals are repeatedly released from jail with 

just a court date. Disruptive behavior has been reported in many locations 

including parks, stores and restaurants. Of course, potential community damage 

has a corollary of potential harm the individual may inflict on themselves.  

For the patient, being arrested and then detained involuntarily is upsetting and 

frightening. Some may not fully comprehend what is happening. A move far away 

from home adds more stress for an already fragile person. 

Because there are no dedicated facilities in Lake County in which to place 5150 

patients, evaluations are done at one of the other of the County’s two local 

hospitals emergency rooms. When the patient does not respond immediately to 

treatment, usually psychotropic drugs, or refuses treatment, a placement has to be 

found. The 5150 hold and authorization for treatment lasts 72-hours but can be 

extended if the patient refuses voluntary treatment. At this point, the patient may 

be administered additional psychotropic medications against his or her will. Most 

clinicians receiving the patient in a community placement prefer, however, that the 

patient be unmediated on arrival to facilitate an accurate psychiatric assessment. 

                                                      
3 The legal standard for grave disability is whether, as a result of a mental disorder, the individual is a danger 

to self or others or gravely disabled, that is unable to care for himself or herself with or without the help of 

willing friends or family. 
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Behavioral Health Services staff may be summoned and become involved either 

with law enforcement in the field or at the hospital. They are charged with finding 

suitable placements for ongoing treatment. Behavioral Health Services has        

pre-existing agreements with many qualified potential facilities outside of Lake 

County that agree in advance to accept its patients. Once a suitable and available 

placement is identified, the patient is then transported there either by Behavioral 

Health Services staff or by ambulance if the patient is agitated or combative.   

At the placement facility, the patient is admitted, evaluated again and treatment 

begins. The treatment can sometimes last a year or more on an involuntary basis. 

Most often, per Behavioral Health, patients convert to voluntary status sometime 

after beginning treatment. However, until they are released from treatment 

altogether, they remain Lake County’s legal and financial responsibility. 

Lake County has billed MediCal and Medicare in excess of $3.5 million for its 20 

most recent 5150 patients who were placed out-of-county (all billings are fully 

paid.) It would be less expensive, more convenient and more therapeutic for 

patients to stay in Lake County close to family, friends and familiar places. 

Developing a facility here would be helpful all around and might also add funds to 

Lake County’s coffers. 

 

                                What is Needed and Feasible 

 

What is needed is a fully staffed inpatient facility with just 10 or 12 beds. Having 

one in Lake County could eliminate the County’s reliance on expensive hospital 

emergency rooms and transportation to, and supervision of, the patient’s progress 

in distant placements. Many mental patients need both social support from family 

and friends, as well as community-based treatment after being released from 

placements.  The Grand Jury believes this help is best provided at home for Lake 

County residents.  

Behavioral Health Services offers a full array of community treatment options. If 

there were an inpatient facility in Lake County, the current practice of paying for 

duplicative services elsewhere would be unnecessary.  

The 20 most recent 5150 Behavioral Health patients were placed in 20 different 

facilities around the state and were transferred from one to another placement 54 

times. Only two of these patients were placed just once. The rest were transferred 
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more than once. The most frequently used facilities were in Angwin and St. Helena 

(9 times). After that, the next most frequent placements were in Redding (7 times). 

The remaining placements were in Ukiah, Vallejo, San Jose, Pacifica, Eureka, 

Woodland, Yuba City, Modesto, and Jarupa Valley in Riverside County. 
4
 

Developing a facility in Lake County has been suggested before and rejected. The 

need for one is more pressing now due to the ongoing increase of homeless 

persons, many of whom need mental health treatment before they can reasonably 

be expected to find or succeed in housing.  

A potential alternative may soon be available in Mendocino County where a short-

term facility for 5150 evaluations and to ‘house’ persons returning home from 

placements has been established. Mendocino County is also considering whether to 

open a mental hospital, perhaps at a closed hospital site in Willits. 
5
 Some 

preliminary discussions to induce Lake County to join this effort have already 

occurred.
6
  However, significant concerns are caused by continuing disarray in the 

Mendocino County agency that is in charge of mental health services. 
7
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
4   Data provided by a senior administrator from Lake County Behavioral Health Services.  

 

5  The Ukiah Daily Journal, Mendocino County looking at Partnership with Adventist Health for Mental Health 

Facilities, January 10, 2020, The Willits News, Measure B Committee asks Supervisors to inquire about old 

Howard Hospital, January 28, 2021, Undated 2021, Mendocino County, Measure B Projects Update: Crisis 

Residential Treatment Facility, Crisis Assessment and Psychiatric Hospitalization Aftercare, Mobile Crisis 

Response Team Pilot...Psychiatric Hospital Facility,  

 

6 Senior Behavioral Health Services, supra. 

 

7 The Ukiah Daily Journal, HHSA employees concerned about changes, May 17, 2021. 
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FINDINGS 

 

F-1.  The Grand Jury finds that there is an urgent need for a small, 10-12 bed 24-

hour inpatient psychiatric and rehabilitation care facility in Lake County. 

 

F-2.  If such a facility or mental hospital becomes available in Mendocino County 

and would be suitable for treatment of Lake County patients, it might also meet the 

current need. A contractual relationship could be established with Mendocino 

County to authorize joint services. 

 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

R-1. Lake County Behavioral Health Services should explore opportunities to 

establish a small, 24-hour inpatient mental health facility in Lake County or in 

concert with programs in Mendocino County. (F1, F2) 

 

R-2. The Director of Lake County Behavioral Health Services should report to the 

Lake County Board of Supervisors his findings and recommendations regarding 

establishment of 24-hour inpatient service facility for Lake County mental patients 

in either Lake or Mendocino County within six months. (F1, F2) 

 

INVITATION TO RESPOND: 

 

Director of Lake County Behavioral Health Services (Via BOS)  (R1, R2) 90 days. 
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             Civil Grand Jury 2020/2021               

 

We the People 
We all know these words.  They are the introduction to our Constitution which 

grants authority – by the people – for the establishment of a government for all the 

people.  This authority – by the people – extends from the national level, to the 

state level, to the county and local level.  These governmental levels exist to serve 

the people, not themselves.  In all California elected and appointed senior 

governmental positions, an oath is sworn which begins with a commitment to 

support the Constitution.  Some positions also include separate oaths to also serve 

ethically.  When governmental actions look more to its own self-protection than in 

responding to, and serving, the people, those oaths and the bonds of the 

government to the people are severely strained – if not completely broken.  If such 

occurs, it is in the best interest of the people that those actions be brought to light. 

 

Background: 

 

Sewer systems are common in many parts of our county.  The normal connection 

of a single property to a sewer system is through a pipe called a ‘lateral’.  While 

laterals most often are for a residence, multiple occupancy situations like an 

apartment building or a mobile home park are also served by a single lateral. 

 

In the 1960’s the city of Lakeport constructed a new sewer system serving the 

northern section of the city.  A main segment of it ran along Lakeshore Boulevard.  

At a point after the main construction, a lateral – quite a long one - was put into 

place parallel to that main line. That lateral was in a location with no buildings or 

properties specifically in need of sewage support at that time.  As many documents 
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from that time have been lost or misplaced, the rationale for such lateral 

construction cannot be identified.  During the 1980’s two mobile home parks, with 

separate ownership, were founded along the stretch of unused land with each of 

them being connected to the parallel lateral.  These will be referred to in this report 

as Park A and Park B.  In the 1990’s a church was build adjacent to the south side 

of the mobile home parks and it, too, was connected to the parallel lateral.  (See 

attached ‘representation’ drawing). Each of these connections received approvals 

from the city of Lakeport permits department for their suitability for occupancy 

which includes proper sewer service.  It is quite unusual – although not unheard of 

– for three unrelated properties to be connected to one lateral. 

 

In the later 1990’s control and responsibility for that main sewer line and all 

customers serviced by it was transferred from the city of Lakeport to the county 

and assigned to the Department of Special districts.  The concerns about a multi-

party usage of a single lateral and who bore the responsibility for it appear to have 

become noticeable in 2017 but a letter from the Special Districts department to the 

Park B owners references direct communication with them specifically about this 

responsibility on May 30, 2018.  The owners of Park A were in extended 

communication with Special Districts during most of 2018 and early 2019. 

Chronology: 

April 8, 2019:  A Park B resident noticed significant sewage pouring out of a 

manhole servicing the lateral.  That manhole is on Park A property.  That person 

phoned Special Districts who promptly sent out a staffer who corroborated and 

video documented the ongoing spill – and, importantly, the free flow of the main 

line - and then left without any notification to the owners of Park A.  This 

departure was in complete indifference to the proud boast of the Special Districts 

management several months earlier (when the Grand Jury was making a general 

inquiry as to potential sewage spills into our lake) that there were “strike teams” 

who immediately tackle any sewage into the lake issue to prevent damage to our 

most important resource.  No such ‘strike team’ was dispatched.  Approximately 

one hour later, the spillage was noticed by the owners of Park A who immediately 

called Special Districts and informed them sewage was visibly flowing into the 

lake.  They were informed that Special Districts was aware of the situation, but it 

‘wasn’t a problem they could fix’.  They directed the owners to contact the Lake 

County Department of Environmental Health as ‘they have more power than us to 



85 

 

do something’.  The Park A owner contacted Environmental Health and was 

informed by clerical staff that the responsible person was ‘in a meeting but would 

get back to them by the end of the day’. 

Raw sewage continued to flow into the lake. 

By 6:00 p.m. it was clear that no one from Environmental Health was going to call 

so the Park A owner contacted the California State Office of Emergency Services 

for Hazardous Spills. 

Overnight there was a power failure at the next closest pumping station 

‘downstream’ from the site. 

April 9, 2019:  Representatives from the state, the Department of Environmental 

Health, and the Special Districts department all arrived at the site.  The state 

documented that by that point 15,000 gallons of raw sewage had entered the lake 

and the negative effects were demonstrated by dead fish as well as visual 

confirmation of floating sewage.  This was generated, revised, and completed at 

12:50 p.m. – approximately 24 hours after the first report of the leakage was made. 

(Attachment A)  No agency made any attempt or action (such as simply blocking 

the openings to the storm drain (on public property) that was the conduit for the 

spill to the lake.  They merely told the owner of Park A to ‘deal with it’.  That 

owner called a business firm specializing in sewage issues to come and render 

assistance.  That company did arrive and in the course of preparing to clear the 

lateral looked into a manhole on the main line and found it to be ‘backed up to the 

brim’.  (This claim is refuted by Special Districts despite their own monitoring 

records which show a 100 times increase in the metric measuring outflow versus 

inflow at that pumping station at the critical time.)  The commercial firm did clear 

the line to the point of free flow of sewage through the lateral, but had to return 

several days later to re-clean the line which they estimated had become reclogged 

by backflow from the main line not properly flowing.  (This, too, is disputed by 

Special Districts staff.) 

Over the next number of days, then weeks, then months the owners of Park A had 

multiple meetings with staff from Special Districts as well as their supervisor and 

another supervisor from an adjacent district.  These meetings occasionally had 

Department of Health and other county department’s staff involved as well. The 

owners of Park A had now done significant research into the original plans for the 

sewer main. According to their calculations the original plans had not been 

followed and some of the critical elements were improperly built on what 
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eventually became the defined property of Park A. Park A owners reviewed the 

roadway layouts, the lateral vs. main line vs. water main positioning, decades old 

aerial photographs and a wide swath of other documentation.  As noted earlier in 

this report, so many of the original official documents had been lost over the years 

that easy conclusions were not possible.  No solutions emanated from any of these 

meetings over the ensuing months.  Eventually the owners of Park A were advised 

to bring the issue directly to the Board of Supervisors. 

 

July 28, 2020: The owner of Park A, in working with another area supervisor and 

then their own, scheduled a significant portion of the regularly scheduled Board 

meeting to make a presentation.  A simplified summation of what was being 

requested is:  relief from providing the only emergency maintenance on the shared 

lateral, in full awareness that they have no legal right to curtail or shut off Park B 

or the church’s free access to it even during emergency maintenance, by having the 

county recognize that the pre-existing multi-hookup is a ‘public lateral’ and that 

the county (via Special Districts) assume responsibility for maintaining that lateral.  

Park A owner was willing to grant full 24/7 access to their property to the county 

but thought the issuance of an easement would make the concept cleaner. 

 

******It is important to note that despite a simplified summation, solutions were 

not simple or easily defined/agreed to.  There were numerous other considerations 

from property rights, to liabilities, to many others under the complex legal system 

that has been created. ****** 

 

Approximately one hour and twenty minutes into the Board meeting (reference 

video recording of that meeting), Park A owner began a lengthy presentation 

replete with what documentation was available, original maps for the sewer system 

in the area, communications with various county departments, and other supporting 

information.  At (approximately) one hour fifty-five minutes into the meeting, the 

appropriate senior county staffer interjected that a claim against the county was 

required as, without such a claim, any expenditure in this arena would be 

considered a ‘gift of public funds’ to the owner and that is prohibited by the (state) 

constitution.  This was misinformation.  Had the property owner been the sole 

beneficiary of such expenditure it would – correctly – fall under that definition.  
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But as referenced by the property owner and repeated emphatically by several 

supervisors, the primary concern was for the integrity of the lake.  As the lake (a 

public asset) would be the primary beneficiary, the state constitution clearly 

defines that any secondary benefit to an individual would not be considered a gift 

of public funds and would be allowable. 

The property owner was clear in stating they did not want to file a claim, or any 

legal action, but was only looking for a solution.  The senior staff member, along 

with several supervisors strongly urged the property owner that this was a most 

common, everyday, procedure and it was the only way that the ‘start of a solution’ 

could be initiated.  The ‘start’ would be the production of a 3
rd

 party (engineering) 

analysis that would provide an independent overview and details of the entire 

situation. This report was called ‘critical’ by two members of the board.  The 

senior staffer, along with two supervisors, repeated several times that this report 

would be ‘made available to all’ to allow ‘all to participate in working toward a 

solution’.  (Reference multiple points between timestamp 1:58:00 and 2:20:00 on 

the video).  One supervisor specifically stated that this whole thing must get “fast 

tracked” to get it solved quickly.  The owner of Park A, after reiterating that no 

financial remuneration was being sought, agreed to submit a claim straight away.  

Two senior county staff members offered to assist in the filling out of that form. 

The Board meeting then moved on to other items. 

Park A property owner, with the guidance of the two staff members, did fill out 

and submit the Claim form that day – July 28, 2020.  On that claim form it 

specifically states that no financial remuneration is being sought. 

(The information in the next multiple paragraphs was researched after February 19, 

2021.  See page 6 paragraph 4 for context.)  While claims against the county may 

be considered an ‘everyday’ occurrence by the governance, there is extraordinary 

little understanding of it by both the public and by almost all of the individuals 

who had encouraged the claim to be filed. 

Claims are first registered by the Clerk of the Board (simple file tracking to show 

receipt) and then immediately forwarded to the County Counsel’s office.  There, 

they are again recorded as to receipt and further forwarded to an out-of-county 

arbiter service.  (This arbiter service is connected to a ‘liability pool’ which covers 

potential payments to claimants thereby minimizing claim effects on existing 

budgets.  It would clearly be in the financial interest of the County to ensure any 

potential is in ‘claim’ form even if that misrepresents the intent of the citizen.)  
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Claims can reach but a few conclusions:  some – very few – are approved and 

returned to the county for negotiation/payment.  The vast majority are denied.  

Some few are forwarded back to specific county departments with special 

knowledge that could potentially resolve the concern, and others receive no 

specific resolution.  California Government Code (Title 1, Division 3.6, Part 3, 

Chapter 2, Article 1, Section 912.4, segments (a), (b) and (c) sets a 45 day limit on 

claims (unless an extension is agreed to by all parties).  Those that are approved 

during that period get properly processed.  Those that are specifically denied are 

required that the claimant be officially notified of that result.  However – 

importantly – any claim not resolved in that 45 day time period is deemed to be 

denied and such official notification of denial is also required. 

45 days after the submission of the claim was September 12, 2020. 

The engaging of the 3
rd

 party independent analyst was made early in the time 

window.  It does not appear that any resultant report was generated during the time 

window.  Park A owner was not notified (ever) that the claim had been denied (by 

virtue of the incomplete action) and was never requested, in any fashion, for a time 

extension.  This is a complete failure of the County to fulfill its obligations.  The 

property owner was completely unaware of any time limits as none are noted on 

the claim form or in the scant instructions included on the form.  It is noted that 

several county supervisors, when interviewed by the Grand Jury, were also 

completely unaware of any time limits.  The supervisor who called for ‘fast 

tracking’ the claim indicated to the Grand Jury that the meaning implied and 

expected was ‘sometime before the end of the year’. The property owner over the 

course of September, October and November, having received nothing official, 

made several inquiries into the status of the issue.  Park A owner was – unofficially 

– informed by several people involved that the 3
rd

 party report had been completed 

and that it was favorable to Park A.  Shortly thereafter they were informed that 

‘new information’ had been submitted to the 3
rd

 party analyst by the county that, 

while of extremely questionable origin or value, forced a revised report to be 

issued which was now described as ‘inconclusive’.  When the property owner then 

inquired as to how long this process could take they were told ‘these things can go 

on indefinitely’.  Clearly under the California State Government Code that is 

wholly incorrect information. 
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Nothing further official occurred at the Board of Supervisors level until December, 

2020.  During that month three separate ‘closed session’ items were put on various 

weeks Board meeting agendas. (Note: ‘closed sessions’ are common and normal 

actions for a variety of reasons for County Boards of Supervisors.) (One of those 

sessions may not have occurred for some reason.)  All three of those items 

specifically cited ‘Claim of (name of Park A owner)’.  This was three months after 

the claim had expired and there was no (continued) existing claim.  The agenda 

item also specifically called out (as defined by County Counsel) “Cal Gov Code 

54956.9 (d2), (e3)”.  Section (d2) addresses ‘exposure to litigation’.  When the 

official notification of denial of claim is sent, there is a Governmental requirement 

that that notification include a specific statement that litigation can be filed within 

six months of that notification regarding the issue.  The California Government 

Code further stipulates that if the county fails to include that specific notification 

that period of allowance for litigation extends to two years.  The cited Cal Gov 

Code 54956.9 section (e)(3) is a different thing.  This cites (and is mentioned in the 

Board meeting closed session agenda minutes) a “threat of litigation”.  This was 

not accurate.  The Cal Gov Code specifically defines threats in this area as verbal 

or written statements of the potential for litigation direct to county officials, or 

publically made verbal or written statements for potential litigation.  These in no 

way occurred.  Park A owner is on video record and the claim form reconfirms that 

no financial remuneration is being sought.  No threats were made in any form. It 

would have been more accurate and proper to cite (e)(1): “Facts and circumstances 

that might result in litigation against the local agency…” 

It is important to note that when this matter was visited in closed session by the 

Board, board members were not informed of two versions of the 3
rd

 party 

independent report.  They were only made aware of the ‘revised’ report which – 

purportedly – contains questionable late developed county departmental inputs.  

No recorded results or actions came out of these closed session meetings. 

February 5, 2021: the owner of Park A filed a complaint with the Grand Jury.  

Having already been looking into the way sewage was processed in much of our 

County and in potential spillage into the lake, the Jury voted to investigate this.  

Interviews were quickly arranged with Park A owner as well as appropriate County 

department management.  As would be expected, there were certainly differing 

opinions.  It became clear to the Grand Jury that a review of the 3
rd

 party 

independent reports (both original and revised) could shed light on this could assist 

the County and the citizen in communications and understanding. 
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February 12, 2021: a request was made to the appropriate County department for a 

copy of both versions of the report. This request went unanswered. 

February 19, 2021: a formal request for the same was again made.  Justification for 

this request was California Penal Code (pertaining to Grand Juries) section 925 

The grand jury shall investigate and report on the operations, accounts, and 

records of the officers, departments, or functions of the county including those 

operations, accounts, and records of any special legislative district or other 

district in the county….in which all accounts, records, etc. are to be made fully 

available to the Grand Jury.  There are no preclusions for potential litigation, 

embarrassing facts, or situations that the County leadership would prefer not to 

disclose.  This request was responded to by departmental management who stated 

“Due to the nature of the claim and potential litigation surrounding that address I 

forwarded your initial email to County Counsel.  I am awaiting direction from that 

office on what documents I can or cannot release to the Grand Jury.”  A brief while 

later County Counsel notified the Grand Jury, “I received a communication from 

(named department) on this last week.   I will review the nature of the information 

sought today and advise. While not currently under actual litigation, there has been 

a claim filed and that does, under the law, create a significant exposure to litigation 

which, in turn, may impact some, but certainly not all, of the information sought.” 

No further information or response was received from either the department or 

from County Counsel.  The Grand Jury views this as a very clear violation of the 

Penal Code in an area specifically designed to hold county departments and 

operations accountable to the citizens of the county.  

February 19, 2021: an item regarding this multi-month subject was again entered 

onto the Board’s ‘closed session’ agenda for February 23, 2021 citing all of the 

same misinformation used in the December 2020 sessions.  No decisions or actions 

are noted as coming out of this session. 

February 24, 2021: The Grand Jury then requested a subpoena for the reports.  Our 

legal advisors (as defined by the Penal Code) had told us the subpoena would 

likely be met with a motion to quash (which would most likely emanate from the 

office of County Counsel.)  We decided it was imperative to pursue as, left as an 

open and tacitly accepted governmental response, it would set a negative precedent 

that would hamper the responsibilities and performance of future Grand Juries.   
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April 15, 2021: the owner of Park A was invited to a Zoom meeting with staff of 

the 3
rd

 party administrator company.  The property owner requested the Grand Jury 

join and monitor.  In this meeting the administrator presented a “compromise” 

offer from the County.  The compromise entailed the property owner needing to 

contract and pay for all upgrades of the existing manhole and lateral to current 

standards, and then the County would assume maintenance of that lateral from that 

point forward.  As an incentive, the potential of a grant (up to $3000) from a 

program operated by Special Districts was suggested as a means of defraying the 

cost.  There were several significant problems with this offer: 

1) The property owner of park A was being asked to solely bear the cost of any 

work even though other properties are connected to and using the lateral. 

2) Such repair work would entail shutting down the entire lateral for a period of 

time, and Park A does not have the authority under state regulations to shut down 

or impede Park B’s access/usage of the lateral. 

3) The estimated costs would be many thousands of dollars to Park A. 

4)  The proffered potential grant has–within its rules for usage and confirmed by 

the Grand Jury – a stipulation that it can only be used for private laterals…not 

‘public’ or multi-property laterals. This would deny usage of any grant funds. 

5)  The general term of ‘bring up to current standards’ was not defined.  The only 

description provided was a full copy of the 2013 Lake County standards for all 

sewage handling, construction guidelines, and materials deemed approvable, etc. 

for the entire County.  It would take an expert in the field to fully understand its 

complexities (thereby making potential cost estimates impossible for Park A 

owners in any efforts to decide if the compromise was acceptable). 

6) Repeated references were made to the lateral having a ’90 degree long bend’ 

that would need correction.  As the existing lateral is basically parallel to the main 

sewer line, this would mean that the lateral flow enters the sewer line on a ‘T’ 

connection and would flow against the opposite side wall of the sewer line.  

Because of the reality of gravity flow, and as is common lateral/sewer construction 

for many, many decades, this is never a utilized or approved connection method.  

No video line inspection was made by any County department in any investigation 

to support this concept; and the commercial firm utilized over the several years of 

ownership by Park A proprietors had made such a video inspection, which does not 

support this assertion. 



92 

 

7) As payments from Park A owners to the commercial firm for occasional 

cleaning of the multi-property lateral have already averaged $750 per year, and 

since Special Districts department already have the necessary equipment and 

trained staff to accomplish what they are proposing, the actual outlay by the 

County would be approximately several hundred dollars per year, which is far less 

than what the Park A owners would expect to pay for the same work. 

8)  Importantly, the proposed compromise in no way specifically addresses the 

potential of future back-ups and spillage into the Lake.  As this was the key 

element to both the property owner and to the Board of Supervisors as expressed 

during the 7/28/2020 meeting, the compromise falls far short of what all meeting 

participants (as well as anyone viewing that meeting) were led to believe was the 

most critical portion of why a common solution needed to be developed.  The 

inclusion in the current County standards of a ‘backflow prevention valve’ for 

lateral construction or repair is inadequate to fully address the spillage/pollution 

concerns. 

Prior to the conclusion of the April 15, 2021 meeting, the owners of Park A 

requested a full description of the required scope of work, of the effect of limit 

ations of the proffered potential for grant money, and as to how this compromise 

would address the initial concern of protecting the Lake.  A subsequent request for 

clarification was made by Park A owners in response to the simple offering of the 

general County code for sewer construction. This request remains unanswered. 

April 21, 2021: the subpoena for the 3
rd

 party engineering analysis was issued and 

served. 

May 5, 2021: per the directions of the subpoena, the documents were delivered to 

the Grand Jury.  Review of these documents evidenced a number of concerns.  

These included:  

 The 3
rd

 party engineering service never visited the site.   

 All referenced maps and diagrams were from the materials gathered and 

shared by the property owner.   

 Additional visual input was derived solely from Google Maps (street view).   

 No reference was made to the relationship of any spill – via the storm drain 

– into the Lake (which was the expressed primary concern of the property 

owner and the Board).   

 No analysis of existing facts for overall plausible solutions was included.   
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The preliminary report supported the property owners’ claim that the lateral and 

connections were not properly constructed per the original drawings.  The ‘revised’ 

report was issued three months later, following the input from the County of ‘new 

information.’ This report had two additional conclusions. There were ten ‘new 

information items’ proffered.   Two were of minor interest and eight were noted in 

the revised report as having no supporting documentation.  The two additional 

‘conclusions’ added to the revised report continued to support the property owners’ 

belief that the system had been incorrectly constructed and never intended to be 

their sole responsibility. 

The Grand Jury has since made a number of informational requests of the property 

owners to establish some (clearly missing) key points of analysis.  (See findings 

below) 

 

May 26, 2021 Grand Jury reports take time for completion.  There are multiple 

internal reviews to verify facts and ensure appropriate sources for information.  

There are – then – several external legal reviews.  When all reports are through this 

process there is final book compilation, printing, distribution. 

For this report, as of the above date, no conclusion to the initial issue of the lateral 

and the raw sewage flowing into the Lake had been reached.  It is possible that 

some portion of that may attain a form of solution before our reports are made 

public.  If so, that would affect ONLY F14 and F15 and R6 below.  It would not 

minimize or discount any other of the findings and recommendations. 

 

 

There is little doubt that there will be criticism and pushback regarding this report.  

This ‘circling of the wagons’ reaction has become a common feature of 

bureaucracies in our modern times.  The intent and desire of this report, though, is 

to bring to light the components of this overall situation to encourage 

responsiveness, fairness, and integrity for citizens who bring forth a problem and 

trust their government to treat it, and them, with continuous openness and respect.  

We believe that – moving forward – consistently and broadly meeting those ideals 

by both elected officials and appointed staff is the best way to make a reality of 

governance that is dedicated to, and successful in, serving “we the people.” 
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Findings: 

F1.  Multiple County agencies failed to adequately respond to a serious 

sewage/pollution spill into the Lake. This lack of response occurred despite 

assertions of staff that ‘strike teams’ had been established to be deployed when 

necessary. 

F2.  Repeated meetings and communications by the property owners and County 

departments failed to produce any discernable results or decisions over a 14-month 

period. 

F3.  The property owners were given, and trustingly accepted, statements and 

implied assurances by both elected officials and senior County staff. These were, 

in some cases, unable to be fulfilled because of lack of knowledge of the system 

procedures; or in other cases by conscious decisions made not supporting those 

statements and assurances. 

F4.  The property owners were misguided into submitting a claim with the County 

despite the property owners’ several statements of not wishing to do so.  The citing 

of ‘gift of public funds’ was utilized incorrectly as the California State Constitution 

adds the explanatory language that when the main beneficiary of public funds is a 

public domain (such as our Lake that all commenting Supervisors stated was their 

greatest concern), any secondary benefit to an individual shall not be considered 

cause for prohibition. 

F5.  Responsible County staff failed to ensure legal aspects of the claim procedure 

were being consistently followed by the retained out-of-county service handling 

claims. 

F6.  Multiple procedural mistakes were made in the processing/notification to the 

citizen regarding this claim. 

F7.  The initial 3
rd

 party engineering report, despite early assurances, was not made 

available to the property owner for six months after it was completed. (April 2021) 

F8.  The initial engineering report was revised based on ‘new information’ 

supplied by the County.  This was completed in January 2021. Eight of the ten 

items of ‘new information’ were deemed unsupported by documentation.  

F9. The revised report was made available to the property owners simultaneous to 

the initial report. (April 2021) 
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F10. Four months after the issue had been extensively discussed in an open Board 

of Supervisors meeting, it was then – multiple times – brought back to the Board in 

closed sessions (in December 2020) under two California Government Code 

references – one of which (i.e. “significant exposure to litigation”) does follow 

procedures expected in review/discussion of any filed claim –and the second (i.e. 

“threat of litigation”) being incorrect and potentially misleading to the Board 

members.  

F11.  The Board members were not informed that there had separately been an 

initial report and then a subsequent revision; nor did they know the circumstances 

(additional County inputs) leading to the revision and supplemental conclusions.  

F12.  A County department initially failed to provide to the Grand Jury documents, 

which, per the California Penal code, the Grand Jury has the right and the 

responsibility to inspect. 

F13.  County Counsel initially advised the County department to not provide the 

documents pending a review.  If such a review was actually accomplished, no 

results of that review were provided to the Grand Jury by either County Counsel or 

the County department. 

F14.  By eight months after the extended Board meeting presentation and the 

required submission of a claim by the County, the only ‘compromise’ proposal 

proffered to the property owners had all responsibility assigned to Park A for 

financing and work based on a complicated set of criteria and including  potential  

financial assistance that would be in violation of County departmental rules. (ergo, 

unlikely to actually be approved.)  

F15. The proffered ‘compromise’ hinged on statements that the lateral entered into 

the main sewer line at a 90° angle.  There is no supporting evidence (industry 

standards, construction documentation, direct video examination by the county) to 

indicate that is factual.  Visual inspection and reporting by the commercial firm 

retained for the April 9, 2019 spill by the property owner directly refutes that 

notion. 

F16.  While no other ‘major spill’ has occurred at the specific site since April 

2019, based on significantly reduced rainfall (which can be a large contributing 

factor) it is possible another occurrence could happen if circumstances alter 

significantly in the upcoming years. 
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F17.  The State documented 15,000 gallons of raw sewage entered the Lake.  This 

occurred during the 24-hour period between the first reporting of the leak to the 

County department and the completion of the State inspection and report.  Water 

usage by Park A averaged less than 3000 gallons a day (established by water bills) 

and an assumed equal amount is expected for similar sized Park B.  The combined 

6,000 gallons per day is significantly short of the 15,000 gallons documented.  

Raw sewage from the main system had to be ‘back flowing’ into the lateral and 

became the largest percentage of the material entering the Lake. 

 

Recommendations: 

R1.  The Board of Supervisors should direct responsible County departments to 

fulfill their commitments to ensure the safety of the Lake. (F1) 

R2.  Commitments from elected officials to the public, even implied ones, should 

be based on practical procedural realities and a willingness to ensure those 

commitments are met.  (F3, F4) 

R3.  A procedural review and periodic independent inspections should be 

conducted of the retained out-of-county arbiter service to ensure full compliance to 

the California Government Code laws as pertains to claims against the County.  As 

claims are filed with the Board of Supervisors, their responsibility for proper 

handling does not go away by assigning the task to a staff department. (F5. F6) 

R4.  County staff, when dealing with claims, should provide the Board members 

with accurate and complete information to allow them to make informed and 

deliberative decisions.  (F10, F11) 

R5.  County departments and staff should be directed to comply with legal 

requests, and ‘best practices,’ and fulfill commitments in the utilization of 

publically financed documents.  (F7, F8, F9, F10, F12, F13) 
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R6. To forego a new spillage problem occurring, but with deference to the legal 

complexities surrounding a final resolution, a temporary solution comprised of: 

a) reclassify the multi-property lateral as ‘public’ pending final outcome (as 

concluded by the 3
rd

 party independent engineering report.)  A sunset date 

can be placed on this action. 

b) assign responsibility for dealing with back-ups/overflows of this lateral to 

the Special Districts that has the equipment and trained staff to deal with 

such issues.  This should be tied to the final outcome.  A sunset date can be 

placed on this action. 

c) obtain written approval for 24/7 access to the lateral 

manhole/maintenance opening on Park A property from the property owner.  

d) a means of stopping backflow leakage from the lateral access point to the 

affected storm drain (as simple as sized metal plates held in place by sand 

bags) should be planned and developed for potential future lake pollution 

occurrences at this site. 

The County, and – as necessary – the several property owners should work towards 

a final plan and proposal to be met before the expiration of the sunset date.  (F14, 

F15) 

R7.  Lake County Civil Grand Jury 2021-2022 to continue to monitor this issue 

utilizing information included in this report and analysis of 3
rd

 Party independent 

engineering reports (both original and revised). (F12, F13, F15, F15, F16, F17) 

 

Request for Responses:  

 

Pursuant to Penal Code section 933(c), the following responses are required: 

 

Board of Supervisors  (R1, R2, R3, R4, R5, R6)      (90 days) 
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         Civil Grand Jury 2020/2021                    

County of Lake 

 

 

 
PUBLIC SAFETY IN THE TIME OF COVID 

INSPECTION OF THE LAKE COUNTY  

DETENTION AND HOLDING FACILITIES 2021  

SUMMARY: 

Code §919(b) states that:  “The Grand Jury shall inquire into the condition and 

management of the public prisons within the county.” All facilities met or 

exceeded the minimum formal requirements. The Lake County Jail experienced 

some issues with COVID-19, but these were extraordinary and were addressed by 

Public Health and state officials. Areas investigated included food preparation, 

healthcare, recreation, education, visitation, living areas, probation, COVID-19 

precautions, staffing, and retention.  

 

METHODOLOGY:   

 

In accordance with California Penal Code: §919(b), inquiries were conducted by 

the 2020-2021 Lake County Civil Grand Jury (Grand Jury) into the conditions of 

the following facilities:  

 Clearlake Police Department holding facility 

 Tehama County Juvenile Detention Center in Red Bluff  

 Lake County Courthouse holding cells 

 Konocti Conservation Camp #27 

 Lake County Jail  
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The Grand Jury visited the Clearlake facility in person, but due to COVID-19 

restrictions, committee members met, in person or on Zoom, with management 

from the County Jail on Hill Road, Conservation Camp #27, and the Probation 

Department regarding the Juvenile Detention Center. Because the Courthouse has 

severely restricted its criminal trials, the holding cells there were not visited this 

term. 

 

The Grand Jury also reviewed both the current inspection reports from the Board 

of State and Community Corrections (BSCC) to assist with the inspections, as well 

as previous Grand Jury reports prior to the interviews.  

 

1. CLEARLAKE POLICE DEPARTMENT HOLDING FACILITY: 

 

The Clearlake Police Department Holding Facility was opened in 1996 and is 

currently evaluated under the 1994 Title 24 standards.  The facility consists of an 

interview room, three holding cells, and two sobering cells, with a combined 

seating cell capacity for 18 detainees (non COVID-19 restricted). One officer must 

be present for monitoring, and safety checks are documented on a special sheet. 

The detainees can be fingerprinted and held up to 24 hours prior to transfer to the 

County Jail, but, if held more than six hours, they must be fed. If they are injured, 

medical clearance from one of the two local Emergency Rooms is required prior to 

acceptance at the Jail.  The Sutter Lakeside Hospital ER was reported that it often 

assessed detainees more quickly than Adventist Health-Clearlake. If a prisoner is 

uninjured, the processing time at Sutter is only about 30 minutes. As the distance 

to the Jail is 27 miles, the officers try to transport several prisoners at a time. The 

transport van can carry six persons. The holding facility can also be used by the 

CHP, Parole, and Probation. 

 

Due to COVID-19 restrictions, the holding and sobering cells are not currently in 

use. 

 

Also due to COVID-19, the BSCC could only perform a “desk audit” in February 

2020 and found that the facility was non-compliant with its completion of the 

Monthly Fire Inspection Log, but a new form was instituted and approved prior to 

completion of the BSCC report. 
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FINDINGS:  

 

     F-1:  The Clearlake Police Department Holding Facility is not currently in use 

due to COVID-19 restrictions. 

     F-2: The BSCC final report determined that the facility was in compliance with 

applicable regulations.  

 

RECOMMENDATIONS: 

 

None. 

 

2. TEHAMA COUNTY JUVENILE HALL:  

 

Lake County Probation no longer operates a juvenile hall and, instead, contracts 

with Tehama County for juvenile detention services. Youths are detained in 

juvenile hall in Red Bluff pending their Juvenile Court hearings, while they are 

serving a commitment or while they are awaiting home detention or out-of-home 

placement in a foster/group home, camp, or other institution. The Tehama County 

Juvenile Facility houses as many as 60 wards of the Court and has as homelike an 

environment as possible. The Facility disciplinary system relies on positive 

behavior management rather than on punishment. Multiple programs for the youths 

are available.  

 

Only parents, legal guardians, and grandparents are allowed to visit, and no 

children younger than age 18 can visit. Maintaining family ties is encouraged. The 

youths can make collect phone calls only to home and are entitled to two hours of 

visitation each week.  Both Zoom visits and Zoom court hearings are utilized. The 

facility has a courtroom on-site. Medical care is available in an adjacent building. 

 

The population has been declining, due in part to changes in the approach to 

juvenile justice. As of mid-April 2021, Lake County had placed only two male 

detainees there, both age 14. The cost is $150/detainee/day plus all medical costs 

after the first medical visit. If no detainees are placed there, Lake County is not 

charged. Since the County contracted with Tehama County on 10/1/17, 85 youths 

have been incarcerated there. In 2020, an average of 4-6 detainees were placed 

there. The total cost in 2020 was $61,000, out of the annual department budget for 

juveniles of $350.000. The overall recidivism rate for youths in 2020 was 1.9%. 

When the Juvenile Hall in Lake County was last operational, the average number 

of detainees was in the 12-19 range.  
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When a child is arrested and transported to Probation, the child’s offense, 

social/criminal history, and an assessment score on the Detention Risk Assessment 

Instrument all determine whether the child will remain in custody and be 

transferred to Red Bluff until a court hearing is held. The County occasionally 

accesses two other juvenile facilities for more violent youths or those in gangs. The 

duration of the sentence is up to the judge, usually about six months. Customized 

care plans are created for each youth that involve education, life skills, group 

meetings for alcohol and other drugs, mental health, anger management, and, 

whenever possible, child-parent classes. About 90% of the youths have substance 

use disorders, mostly marijuana. The length of time on probation depends on the 

needs of the child. The upper age limit is currently 21, although that may be raised 

to 26. 

 

The most current BSCC report from February 2020, stated that, overall, they found 

the facility to be operated in a safe and secure manner for the detention of youth. 

They noted the positive effects of the efforts made by staff and supervisors 

working directly with the youth under their care and observed that a great deal of 

time was spent directly engaged with the youth throughout their stay, extra 

counseling efforts were made to deescalate in times of crisis, and particular efforts 

were made to communicate facility expectations. The BSCC also found that the 

policy manual needed to be updated, and documentation of events in incident 

reports, forms, and logs lacked consistency. 

 

All juvenile traffic tickets are sent by the CHP to Probation. From Traffic Court, 

the youths are usually sentenced to community service. 

 

With additional training, Probation Officers can act as School Resource Officers. 

Currently, only the Upper Lake Unified School District contracts with Probation to 

have an officer on-campus. 

 

 

FINDINGS: 

 

F-1:  At the time of this report, the Tehama facility was housing two Lake County 

detainees. 

F-2:  The cost per detainee is $150.00 per day. 

F-3:  If there are no detainees, there is no cost to Lake County. 

F-4:  The current Probation Department budget for Juveniles is $350,000.00.  

F-5:   The BSCC complimented the staff for the amount of one-on-one time 

effectively spent with the youths. 
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F-6:   The Lake County Probation Department can provide School Resource 

Officers to the school districts who can coordinate with staff and can identify and 

counsel problem students before they enter juvenile detention. 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS: 

 

R-1: Due to its exceptional facility and programs, the County should continue to 

contract with Tehama County for detaining troubled youths. (F-5) 

R-2: Using Probation officers as school resource officers should be encouraged by 

the County’s school districts. (F-6)  

 

REQUESTED RESPONSES: 

 

Pursuant to Penal Code section 933(c), the following responses are required: 

 Board of Supervisors – R-1 – 90 days 

 Probation Department – R-1, R-2 – 60 days 

 Lake County Superintendent of Schools – R-2 – 60 days 

 

3. LAKE COUNTY COURTHOUSE HOLDING FACILITY: 

 

This facility has “aged out” of the BSCC system and is on permanent waiver. As a 

part of the courthouse, the holding facility falls under state jurisdiction and is only 

maintained by the County. The facility is very basic and has had no improvements 

for many years and is rarely used. Inmates are usually taken directly to the 

courtroom for appearances and are rarely placed in the holding cells.  

 

CONCLUSION: 

 

There were no reportable findings. 

 

4. KONOCTI CONSERVATION CAMP #27: 

 

The facility is jointly operated by the State Departments of Forestry and Fire 

Prevention (CalFire) and the Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation 

(CDCR). Its primary mission is to provide inmate fire suppression crews wherever 

needed in California. There are 35 minimum-security camps, statewide, in 25 

counties, of which two are for women. Inmates volunteer to be assigned to a camp, 

and only those with fewer than five years left on their sentences and no history of 

arson, rape, or other sex crimes are eligible. Rehabilitation is continuously 

emphasized, beginning with simple discipline, such as getting up at 6 a.m., to help 
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them “make it in the world.” The formal disciplinary procedures progress from 

verbal warnings to written warnings to, at the extreme, being returned to prison. 

The Camp has a capacity of 100 inmates and currently houses 33 inmates, with 

some on fire crews and the rest in support roles (kitchen, vehicle maintenance, 

water treatment, office). In order to build cohesion, each fire crew has 12-16 

members that train together, work together, sleep in the same pod, eat together, and 

relax together 24/7.  

 

All of the training is for wildland, not structure, fires. If an inmate passes an initial 

one week of physical education, he is then sent for two weeks of firefighting 

training. The inmates also prepare food in the field using mobile trailers. The 

inmates are paid $2.45/day, with an extra $1/hour when actually fighting a fire. 

Their sentences may be reduced because of their participation in this program. 

During the recent years of wildland fires, the inmates spent nearly eight thousand 

man-hours fighting fires throughout the State.  
 

CalFire has changed its policies to permit hiring qualified inmates after release. 

The US Forest Service and private fire agencies also can hire inmates, but 

municipal fire departments cannot. 
 

CC#27 also provides equipment maintenance and repair for all manner of fire 

service equipment. This unit can also operate as a mobile unit that travels to make 

repairs on-site. CC#27 also participates in conservation, fuel-reduction, and 

community-service programs in Lake, Napa, Sonoma, Yolo, Colusa, and 

Mendocino counties.  

 

The BSCC does not inspect this facility.  
 

FINDINGS: 
 

F-1: The model Conservation Camp program serves a vital role in the 

rehabilitation of inmates through fire-fighting training and experience and the 

provision of land conservation and fuel reduction projects for local communities. 

F-2: The decrease in the number of fire camps and in the number of inmates at 

CC#27 raises concerns about the availability of inmate ground crews to respond to 

wildfires in Lake County during this year’s looming fire season. 

F-3: CalFire’s decision to hire eligible inmates after they serve their sentences is to 

be commended. 
 

RECOMMENDATIONS: 
 

None. 
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5. LAKE COUNTY JAIL 

 

The facility on Hill Road operates as the county jail under the supervision and 

budget of the Sheriff. Lake County Public Health manages the budget for medical 

care. The Jail houses both pre-trial adult male and female inmates, those serving 

court-ordered sentences, and those awaiting transfer to a State prison or hospital, as 

well as those being held on bail while awaiting court appearances.  

    

The capacity of the jail is 286, but, due to the effects of COVID-19 precautions and 

the reclassification of some crimes from felonies to misdemeanors, the count at the 

time of Grand Jury interviews was 175. Local law enforcement agencies are 

expected (by inter-department agreement) to bring suspects in for booking only if 

they were arrested for felonies or violent or sexual crimes. For 11 months, the State 

did not accept transfers from county jails until February 2021. This bottleneck 

created a management issue because the more violent inmates headed for prison 

required higher security, thus impacting shift staffing levels. When 35 inmates 

were recently transferred to prison all at once, six officers had to accompany them 

and spend the night, away from their primary assignment. 

 

COVID-19 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic presented a number of additional challenges, all of 

which the Jail handled well. The staff worked closely with the County Public 

Health Officer and the State Department of Health, which was invited by the 

Sheriff to visit the jail to assist with developing safety and cleaning protocols. 

Every new inmate routinely undergoes rapid PCR testing for COVID-19, with 

results in 72 hours, but they cannot wait in Booking for that length of time and are 

placed in the general population. The rapid testing will likely continue another 

year. 

 

COVID-19 spreads notoriously quickly in congregate settings. Due to screening 

deficiencies at most state prisons, the vast majority of COVID-19-positive inmates 

were infected when they were transferred to the Hill Road Jail. An asymptomatic 

inmate could infect others after being transported together, despite being 

quarantined while other inmates in the pod were tested. Even so, in a few days, 

everyone in the pod tested positive. Fortunately, only one inmate became seriously 

ill and required hospitalization. Approximately 70 inmates were diagnosed with 

Covid-19. About 10 staff also tested positive, but displayed only mild symptoms. 
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In March 2021, Public Health offered vaccination to all inmates, but only 31 of the 

175 inmates accepted. 

 

MEDICAL CARE 
 

Medical services at the Jail used to be provided by CFMG (California Forensic 

Medical Group in Monterey), but the company was absorbed into, and the Jail 

contract was taken over by, Wellpath Management Inc., a nationwide company 

based in Tennessee, within the last two years. There were initial issues regarding 

adequate levels of staffing, but currently the Jail is managing. The consulting 

physician is on-site only four hours per week. The Jail needs a broader contract for 

increased mental-health services, with Medical Assisted Treatment especially 

desired. 

DRUGS 

Drug interdiction remains a serious issue. Drugs generally are smuggled inside 

body cavities, thus are difficult to detect. The Jail did purchase a body scanner, 

which works well for cell phones and guns and plastic containers, but not for 

powders. All inmates are scanned on admission. The company providing the 

scanner recently submitted a bill for $12,400 to extend the warranty. There is the 

occasional “influx” of drugs – enough for one or two people. Opiate-based drugs 

are often adulterated with Fentanyl, unbeknownst to users. All officers now carry 

Narcan. There have been three ODs in the past year. Two inmates were revived 

with 1-2 Narcan administrations by Jail staff. A 3
rd

 inmate had to be transported to 

the Sutter ER to be revived. The most recent OD, a woman, had a cellmate who 

had just come into custody. Presumably, the roommate smuggled the drugs inside a 

body cavity.   

 

The Jail also has a mail scanner that can detect chemicals in the paper when the 

paper is soaked in a drug solution. The scanner also searches for “key words” and 

“instructions to do something.” The Jail also relies on informants. Contraband is 

found regularly, and the search for it is an all-day every-day activity. 

 

     MENTAL HEALTH 

 

As of February 2021, the Jail had 37 “mental health inmates” – those who were 

admitted with a psychiatric diagnosis or who were prescribed psychoactive 

medications after admission. Most of these inmates have both substance abuse and 
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mental health issues. The correctional officers receive minimal special training – 

other than OJT and a five-week general program - to deal with inmates with 

serious mental health conditions. These inmates require a higher level of care and 

can be difficult to manage. At one point, 14 of these inmates required two-officer 

contact and one required three officers to be present during any interaction. The 

Jail has access to a full-time mental health nurse and an on-call therapist for 

prescriptions. These inmates also have access to tele-health video calls with a 

psychologist or psychiatrist. 

 

Nonetheless, the Jail is far from an ideal place for mental health treatment, and 

some inmates deteriorate while in custody. The added stress of imprisonment can 

exacerbate their symptoms, making life more difficult for both the inmate and 

correctional staff. Mentally ill inmates are more likely to violate rules and be 

involved in altercations and staff assaults than are other inmates. This acting-out 

leads to increased sentences and progressive disciplinary interventions such as 

administrative segregation and isolation, both of which have been found to 

provoke active symptoms in this vulnerable population. The classic correctional 

tenet that most inmates are rational and make choices based on how they will 

respond to facility rules and officer direction is no longer realistic now that a 

substantial portion of the inmates are mentally ill. 

 

Disturbed inmates are only rarely removed from the Jail via a 5150 process (health 

regulations that allow involuntary holding of a person for psychological 

evaluation). Access to state hospitals from the Jail is usually possible only for 

those found to be incompetent to stand trial. State hospitals did not accept transfers 

for eight months but have now reopened. Jail staff frequently mentioned the critical 

need for a psychiatric facility to be available in Lake County. Five or so years ago, 

consideration was given to – and funds were expended to explore – committing 

one wing of the jail to becoming a psychiatric unit, but, in the end, reducing the 

number of cells in the Jail was deemed to be ill advised. 

 

 COMMUNITY PROGRAMS 

While COVID-19 restrictions eliminated most of the overcrowding, the Jail 

 also utilizes: 

a) Alternative Work Program – e.g., County road work crews, cemeteries 

and fairgrounds maintenance, and janitors in the main office. 
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b) Home detention, which is voluntary for low-level offenders with 30-day 

sentences. They are required to wear an ankle monitor.  

c) Sheriff’s Parole, which is like probation. The Sheriff determines who can 

be released with supervision until they can return to the workforce.  

d) Involuntary home detention, usually for inmates with major medical 

issues. 

However, the Sheriff’s Office does not have sufficient staff to supervise these 

inmates in the community. These jail alternatives have funding for only one 

Deputy and a Records Technician.  

JAIL STAFFING 

Correctional Officers are sworn peace officers. Staffing overall at the Jail remains 

a substantial problem. Although funding for 41 correctional officers is approved – 

and that number itself is insufficient – only 33 line-staff positions are currently 

filled. Among those, however, some staff may be in training and others may be 

injured or out on family leave. Since 2016, 50 correctional officers have left. As of 

this report, seven additional correctional officers were set to resign, and another 

five have indicated that they, too, want to leave. The estimated “replacement cost” 

of an officer is several tens of thousands of dollars. The recruitment and hiring 

process requires approximately a year, and a vast majority of the applicants are not 

hired. The County has to pay for the medical and psychiatric evaluations, 

regardless if they make the grade or not. During the last hiring period, 13 persons 

applied, but only five showed up, of whom two were hired. 

The correctional officers are all full-time and work four days on and three off (or 

vice versa), plus 30-40 hours of overtime. When inmates are removed from their 

cells, four officers stand watch. Seven-to-eight correctional officers are assigned 

per shift. If the number drops below five, the Jail has to be locked down. Patrol 

officers are brought in when necessary for transportation and to staff the courts. As 

many as seven patrol officers were assigned to the Jail recently. Of the 12 

approved positions for correctional aides (civilians who watch the inmates and 

officers from the towers) only six are filled, which requires that an officer must 

then be assigned to tower-duty.  

The Jail was built in 1990. A survey at that time estimated that it would need 50 

new hires/year, but that figure did not account for realignment or for the different 

levels of offenders or for turnover due to persistent low wages. 

The primary difficulty in retaining officers is the low salary paid in Lake County. 

No cost-of-living-allowance was available for 14 years.  The County’s recent 

Classification & Compensation Survey showed that correctional officers were 
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being paid 17.7% below the median. In response, the County offered them an 

additional 37 cents per hour. A beginning correctional officer is paid $19.23/hour, 

and a beginning aide is paid $15.83/hour. The officers top out at $25.53/hour. The 

cost of health insurance is also an issue.  Single officers do not pay for health 

coverage, but adding a spouse and one child costs $1,260.91/month and effectively 

lowers their hourly rate by $8.60. Of note, the patrol officers with a family have 

negotiated with the County to pay 80% of their health insurance. In comparison, 

correctional officers in Napa County are paid $11-12/hour more than in Lake 

County.   

Training does not begin until after new officers start work. Approximately 96% of 

new hires have no military or law enforcement experience. After one week of 

orientation, they are assigned to a training officer. Within three months, they must 

complete a 5-week training course.  

BSCC REVIEW  

The Jail has corrected a deficiency identified by BSCC in an earlier report. There 

are now more than enough restraints for the inmates they have currently if 

evacuation is again necessary, as it was for the Mendo Complex fires. The Jail is 

still in the process of completing the State requirement and has a plan to purchase 

more restraints every quarter. The last biennial BSCC report was in 2019, and its 

findings were discussed extensively in the Grand Jury’s 2019-2020 Final Report. 

Overcrowding was found to be the basis of a rare “non-compliant” rating during 

the last inspection. That issue, too, is being addressed by the Sheriff’s Office 

through facility reconstruction, which was paused by the pandemic.  

 

LEGISLATIVE/JUDICIAL INFLUENCES ON JAIL POPULATION 

Given the Courts’ backlogs due to COVID-19, Jail staff worry that the Jail will be 

inundated with additional inmates when criminal caseloads return to normal 

(expected) levels. As long as CDCR stops “parking” its prisoners in the Jail and 

accepts its long-term inmates, the Jail population should be manageable during 

2021, but perhaps not in 2022.  

The inmate population at Hill Road has been decreasing, in part because arrestees 

accused of misdemeanors stopped being booked in March 2020, and “zero bail” 

was implemented in April 2020. (Exhibit A, and see discussion below). The Sheriff 

reports that serious crimes did not increase in this year of COVID-19, property 

crimes remained the same, and assaults and batteries dropped only a little. (Exhibit 

B) More people in Lake County died of drug overdoses than of COVID-19. 
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Recent State laws have also affected the state prison and county jail populations. In 

the past decade, California has passed three measures—AB 109 (2011), 

Proposition 47 (2014), and Proposition 57 (2016)—intended to reduce the state 

prison population.  

 AB 109 shifted people convicted of a variety of nonviolent felonies 

from state to local county jails (a change called “realignment”).  

 Prop 47 redefined certain nonviolent, non-serious felonies as 

misdemeanors unless the defendant had previous convictions for 

certain violent crimes, and it allowed resentencing for people 

convicted for the redefined offenses.  

 Prop 57 increased opportunities for parole for inmates convicted of 

nonviolent felonies who had completed the sentence for their primary 

offense.  

While having the beneficial effect of lowering the State prison population, AB 109 

and Prop 47 increased the population of county jails, including at Hill Road.  

The Legislature also passed SB 10, which abolished cash bail. Then-Gov. Jerry 

Brown signed it into law in August 2018. It was supposed to take effect in October 

2019, but a challenge from the bail industry blocked it pending the results of 

Proposition 25, a referendum to uphold the new law. In more serious cases, SB 10 

gave judges, aided by algorithms meant to assess the risk each defendant posed to 

their community, substantial authority in deciding who would be released. Prop. 25 

and SB 10 would have created a new system releasing most misdemeanor 

defendants without bond. However, California voters last November rejected 

Proposition 25.  

 

Then, only four months later, in March 2021, the California Supreme Court 

ruled that it is unconstitutional to require defendants to remain behind bars simply 

because they cannot afford bail. In a unanimous decision, the State’s top court told 

judges to favor pretrial release and consider a person’s ability to pay before setting 

bail. That ruling is considered likely to lead to many more people being released on 

low or no bail before trial. Judges may keep criminal defendants in custody only 

when “clear and convincing” evidence shows there is no other way to protect the 

public and ensure the defendants’ return for court appearances. 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.courts.ca.gov/opinions/documents/S247278.PDF
https://www.courts.ca.gov/opinions/documents/S247278.PDF
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FINDINGS:  

 

F-1: The Lake County Jail worked diligently with County and State public health 

officials to control the spread of COVID-19, with the result that relatively few 

positive cases and no fatalities occurred among inmates and staff.  

F-2:  Jail reconstruction was temporarily interrupted by COVID-19 restrictions. 

F-3: Drug interdiction remains nearly impossible, despite technologic adjuncts. 

F-4: Recent laws have reduced the number of arrests for low-level crimes, and the 

State Supreme Court has mandated new rules regarding bail, both of which reduce 

the number of inmates. 

F-5: The Jail population is expected to increase once criminal trials for the Lake 

County Superior Court docket return to expected (pre-pandemic) caseloads. 

F-6: Jails are not best suited to provide mental-health treatment, especially when 

staff are minimally trained, which increases substantially the risk of injury to both 

inmates and officers. 

F-7: Additional mental-health support from Behavioral Health is desirable. 

F-8: More funding needs to be committed to the community-supervision 

alternatives-to-jail programs. 

F-9: Critical staffing issues continue to exist in several departments of the Sheriff’s 

Office, including among both correctional officers and aides at the Jail, and such 

short-handedness impacts morale and retention and increases overtime and 

retraining costs. 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS:  

 

R-1:  The County and the Sheriff’s Office consider formal periodic on-site group 

training for correctional officers to increase their understanding of the 

manifestations and management of mental disorders. (F-6) 

R-2: The Sheriff’s Office and Behavioral Health examine whether additional 

mental health workers could provide more comprehensive psychological treatment 

of the inmates. (F-7) 

R-3:  The County should negotiate a higher hourly rate for correctional officers and 

aides in accordance with the Class & Comp survey findings and supplement their 

health-care benefit costs on a par with the patrol officers. (F-5, F-8) 
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REQUEST FOR RESPONSES 

Pursuant to Penal Code section 933(c), the following responses are required: 

 Board of Supervisors  R-1, R-2, R-3                     90 days 

 Lake County Sheriff        R-1, R-2, R-3                     60 days 

The following response is invited: 

Behavioral Health   (via BOS)         R-2                     90 days 
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         Civil Grand Jury 2020/2021                    

COUNTY OF LAKE LABOR DEVELOPMENTS 2020-2021 

 

The Grand Jury investigated the state of Lake County’s labor relations. In the 

summer of 2020 when the Grand Jury began its work, the County had developed a 

plan to stem the tide of employee departures and improve morale. It had delayed 

implementing it, however, in March due to the COVID-19 pandemic restrictions. 

This delay left County employees frustrated and mistrustful that promised raises 

would be forthcoming.  In September the process resumed. Presentations were 

made to the Board of Supervisors who approved raises and other changes in late 

October, after employees’ unions decided whether to sign on or not.  Most 

employees received raises and a cash stipend in December.
8
  Four unions did not 

approve the plan. Not all of them have reached an agreement as of yet.  

The linchpin of this process was a ‘class and compensation study’ that was 

completed in 2018.
9
  It concluded that Lake County’s  

Existing compensation practice results in an inflexible pay system that limits 

the County’s ability to address employee salary movement on a yearly basis 

effectively.  The practice also hinders the County’s ability to respond to 

market dynamics effectively.  The County’s salary ranges are lagging in the 

market based on the benchmarks survey collected.
10

   

                                                      
88 Employee salaries were increased to 80% of the market pay for managers and 85% for line employees 

However, when an employee was already being paid at the proposed “higher” rate, the employee was “Y-

rated.” This meant that that employee would not get a raise at the outset because he or she was already 

receiving the recommended salary. 

 

9CPS HR Consulting, County of Lake Total Compensation Final Report 

 

10 CPS HR, at p. 13 
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In short, the County was not paying its employees enough or promoting them often 

enough to retain them.    

For County employees, the two most important issues before the study was 

implemented were that the pay was too low and benefits 
11

 were too expensive, 

especially for employees with families and those who were just starting out in their 

careers.  For example, for the newest employees, usually the youngest ones, but 

also sometimes part-time retirees, this often meant that many of them could not 

afford to live independently. For employees with children, it was said that they 

“work for benefits.” 
12   

 

Whether the changes the County ultimately made in response to the study were 

enough is still uncertain. The County continues to have an employee vacancy rate 

of 20%.
13

  Informal reports suggest that, even after the raises and other changes, 

employees are still leaving, often to move out of county or even to other states.
14

  

A concern is that most of the employees who leave are in their 30s and 40s, in the 

prime of their careers.  They are especially difficult to replace.  

 

1. METHODOLOGY 

 

In preparing this report, the Grand Jury interviewed senior County administrators, 

including seventeen department heads, and representatives of four of its six 

employee unions, as well as individual employees. Some witnesses were 

interviewed more than once and some also provided specific information and 

documents. 

  

                                                      
11Deductions from each check for benefits are about $1000 per month per interviews with multiple County 

employees. *****According to a senior County administrator $1000 is equal to 2% of the average gross 

wages for all employees.  (The Grand Jury questions the accuracy of this figure.)***** 

12 Interview with County department head. 

13  Interview with senior County staff, May 2021. 

14 Interview County administrative staff, May 25, 2021 
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With respect to documents, the Grand Jury relies primarily upon the Class and 

Compensation Study, financial information supplied by senior financial officers, 

data regarding retention supplied by several department heads as well as a “Labor 

Negotiations History,” supplied by a senior administrator.  Various witnesses 

provided other data and documents.  The Grand Jury also reviewed other 

information that is publicly available online, including local news reports, 

especially one dated October 23, 2020 in Lake County News,
15

 and employee 

recruitment files. The Grand Jury observed several Lake County Board of 

Supervisors’ meetings and reviewed the agendas and minutes.   

 

In addition, the Grand Jury reviewed California statutes, regulations and 

administrative decisions, especially ones that relate to collective bargaining.          

It also investigated and relied on publicly available population data and the     

Social Security Administration’s annual COLA (cost of living adjustment) history. 

 

The Grand Jury did not examine County benefits for employees in any detail.  The 

subject is complex and varies too much from individual to individual employee to 

include it in this report.  For purposes of analyzing recent events, there were 

several crucial questions concerning benefits that the Grand Jury could answer in 

broad strokes.  How much was deducted from line employees’ paychecks?  Could 

new, especially young employees or single parents, afford benefits offered by the 

County or would they turn to other alternatives such as the Affordable Care Act?   

 

The responses were that – based on an average $1000 that is deducted for benefits 

monthly - many employees with families do turn to the Affordable Care Act or rely 

on a spouse’s benefits. It is reportedly difficult for a single person in a junior 

position to live independently on his or her County salary.  

 

 

 

 2.  BACKGROUND 

                                                      
15 Larson, Elizabeth, LakeCoNews “Board of Supervisors begins process of approving millions of dollars in pay 

raises for staff,” October 23, 2020, hereinafter Larson Oct. 23 
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The cost to replace each employee who leaves is estimated to be at least $1,000. 

Between November 1, 2020 and March 10, 2021, or in less than 5 months after the 

new salaries went into effect, forty Lake County employees left their employ. 

Seventy-six employees earned less than $15 per hour.
16

 It is unclear whether those 

seventy-six employees include library assistants paid $9 per hour. 

 

Historically, Lake County’s employee recruitment has been challenging.  Aside 

from issues with pay and benefits, potential employees may be discouraged 

because it is a small rural county, which, although beautiful with many recreational 

opportunities, lacks some educational, social and cultural amenities available in 

other more populous and more affluent nearby counties. Often, Lake County has 

trained new employees, only to see them depart once their positions have been 

mastered. The Sheriff’s Department resolved this dilemma in part by providing its 

training locally after previously sending new employees outside to train.  Now it 

also offers training to outsiders who pay for it. One witness reported that because 

his department is chronically short-staffed, new employees have to learn much 

very quickly.  By the time they move on, they have mastered most jobs in the 

department and are, therefore, very attractive recruits elsewhere because other 

similar departments tend to specialize officers’ duties. 

 

It has been especially difficult for Lake County to recruit professionals, such as 

planners, lawyers, doctors and executives. The County’s salaries are comparatively 

low to very low. The County resists offering special incentives to applicants, 

although there are rare exceptions.
17

 Such accepted incentives might include such 

things as paying down the applicant’s student loans, covering moving expenses, 

providing housing assistance, paying travel expenses or tuition or finding 

employment for a spouse. Despite these incentives recruitment of these applicants 

frequently fails.   

                                                      
16 Data provided by County Human Resources in March 2021 per Grand Jury request. 

17  The Sheriff’s department's Pathologist is an anomaly. He works under two contracts, one for autopsies, 

the other for toxicology services. The Grand Jury understands he is not a full-time County employee. To date 

this fiscal year, he has been paid $595,114.58. A department representative explained that such services are 

required by law and are consistent with costs the department has incurred from previous pathologists. 
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Recently, this has been true for lawyer applicants to the District Attorney’s and the 

County Counsel’s offices, both of which have open positions and need help. 

Recent recruits declined employment offers. Department managers felt that 

uncompetitive salary offers were not the only reasons applicants decided not to 

sign on. For younger ones, the ones most likely to accept low salaries, it was 

thought that the limited social and entertainment opportunities were too limited in 

Lake County.  More than one department head thought applicants from rural 

backgrounds were more likely to accept and continue in County employment. 

 

One difficulty agencies have faced when recruitment fails is that some of their 

grantors or public funders require the County to provide an alternative. For 

example, telemedicine may have to replace a physician, even though it may cost 

more than hiring an applicant and be less satisfactory. However, at the other end of 

the spectrum, the Grand Jury learned that one part-time Lake County medical 

professional is paid more than County employees/contractors because his expertise 

is mandatory, critical, and there is no viable alternative. (See, fn. 8)    

 

Exactly how long it was before 2020 since County employees last received a raise 

is unclear. Without question, for employees, it was too long. One witness said he 

had not gotten a raise for fourteen years. The last time there was a cost of living 

adjustment (or COLA) was in 2003, eighteen years ago.
18

 Even though employee 

unions negotiated raises and other accommodations from time to time after 2009
19

 

not all County employees are union members.
20

 Some employees cannot afford to 

have union dues deducted from their pay, especially after the $1000 deductions 

most employees are required to pay monthly for benefits. According to one news 

report:
21

 

In the 2015-16 fiscal year, a County senior administrator said, essentially 

all county employees received a 3% cost of living adjustment and a 7% 

salary adjustment.  At the same time, due to pension reform, he also said 

                                                      
18   Interview senior administrative staff, May 2021 

19 “ County Labor History” 2009-2019, document  provided by senior County official, May 2021 

20   County Supervisors have approved union negotiated benefits and raises but they were not extended     to 

non-union County employees. 

21 Larson supra, Oct. 23, 2020 
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public employees were required to cease paying the employee’s share of 

retirement costs, equivalent to 7%, which meant most employees netted an 

increase of less than 3%. 

[***The Grand Jury finds these numbers/changes do not make sense in 

terms of overall effects on employee income.***] 

In any event, only two of the County’s unions secured raises in 2017. There was 

not another one until 2020. 

 

Since the Valley Fire in 2015, some County salaried employees have frequently 

been called on to work in emergencies during the many disasters Lake County has 

since endured. It is a mandatory job requirement for which there is no extra pay.  

 

By 2018, when the study was completed, many County employees were 

discouraged and mistrustful of the County government. During this period of 

stagnant wages morale continued to deteriorate, compounded by the many disasters 

the County faced after 2015.  By 2020, the County’s employee vacancy rate had 

climbed to 25%. There was a sense among employees that if they protested and 

asked for more, there would be ‘unpleasant consequences’.  

 

To guide it in solving chronic employee attrition, the County hired consultants to 

conduct a class and compensation study. Eventually, when it was completed, the 

County was guided in part by the Class and Compensation study‘s findings. The 

study’s key finding regarding salaries was that the County’s median pay was 

between 4.09% and 69.1%, lower than the market rate for specific jobs.   

Lake County’s overall pay, including salaries and benefits, was from 0.49% to 

52.02% lower than comparable market rates.
22

  The market was defined to include 

twelve other countries or water agencies and several cities--Calaveras, Colusa, 

Glenn, Humboldt, Mendocino and Napa counties; the Nevada Irrigation District; 

and the Cities of Eureka, Ukiah, Yuba City, Davis and Woodland. 

 

                                                      
22 Study at p. 13. 
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From these results, it was obvious that, without raises and other changes, the 

County would continue to lose employees and experience ongoing deterioration of 

employee morale, retention and recruitment.  To be competitive, the study 

recommended the County should raise all its salaries by from 10%-30%. 

It also recommended that at the very least, the County should pay 100% of the 

market median for each position.   

 

The County chose not to do either of these things because, after consulting with the 

County’s finance experts, it concluded it was too risky to spend so much, in the 

range of $8,000,000 more a year, until it could assess the impact of the COVID-19 

pandemic. Its compromise was to give managers raises that were 80% of the 

market median and to give 85% of the market median to non-managerial 

employees,
23

  or, for both groups, less than half of what its competitors were 

paying. The added cost to the County budget of the 2020 raises and changes to 

benefits is estimated to have been $5,252, 910. The final cost of the study, 

including the work done by employees and supervisors, is estimated have been 

$488,800,
24

 not the $100,000 usually mentioned. 

 

In December 2020, the County raised employees’ pay at the 80% or 85 % of the 

study’s median rate. Most employees accepted the raises but some unions did not 

and are still engaged in negotiations as of this writing.  Despite the raises and other 

improvements (some benefits changes) to the County’s total compensation, there is 

still a 20% vacancy rate. 
25

 This is especially a problem at the Sheriff’s Department 

where departures of jail staff has recently forced the department to pull patrol 

deputies off their beats to staff the jail. 
26

  

Recruitment of professionals has stalled.
27

 There were concerns by department 

heads handling court cases about their ability to manage their caseloads when the 

courts reopen after pandemic restrictions are lifted. There is a large backlog and 

                                                      
23 Interview with senior financial staff. 

24 Email to Grand Jury from senior County financial officer, May 2, 2021. 

25 Interview senior county administrator, May 19, 2021. 

26 The state requires there be set staffing levels at the jail. 

27 Interviews with a senior County administrator. 
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not enough attorneys to handle it. Overall recruitment is disappointing. Even with 

$5,000 signing bonuses the Sheriff secured from a rural sheriffs’ fund,
28

 and after a 

lengthy hiring process, he was only able to hire one new deputy.  It is a given that 

County employees who remain on the job are burdened by having to fill in for their 

missing former colleagues.  

 

There is still no permanent replacement for the County’s Public Health Officer. 

There is also attrition at the Department of Social Services. As of June 5, 2021, 

there were County vacancies for Substance Abuse Counselors, for an Assistant 

Public Works Director, for a Principal Planner, for a Principal Civil Engineer, for a 

County Surveyor, for a Director of Nursing, for positions at the Sheriffs’ 

department, including for a Sergeant, for a Senior Public Health Nurse, and for 

Deputy District Attorneys.
29 

 

 

3. EMPLOYEE MORALE 

  

County government, especially at its most senior levels, would benefit from a 

concerted effort to improve relationships with its employees and lift their morale, 

which is low and marked by mistrust. 

 

It did not help morale when, at the Supervisor's first meeting to consider the new 

raises in October 2020, County administrators were ready to present their own and 

managers’ raises but were not ready with those for staff employees. At the time of 

this report, some unions had not even voted on the proposals. Administrators 

pressed for a quick vote so that raises would begin countywide in December.  To 

its credit, the Board of Supervisors refused to vote on the staff employees’ package 

until unions had a chance to vote on changes and fiscal officers authorized raises 

for both employee groups effective by the end of the year. Board members were 

unwilling to vote on a promise. The Board approved managers’ pay raises at that 

first meeting and staff employees’ raises several weeks later. Nevertheless, without 

                                                      
28 Confidential interview with the Grand Jury. 

29  Email to Grand Jury, 6/5/21, New Job Openings, Lake County Human Resources 
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pressure from the Supervisors, those staff employees’ raises would have been 

delayed into the New Year.  Fortunately, their raises went through with their 

December 2020 paychecks.  All employees also received a $1500 stipend in 

December. (These stipends have also occurred in some previous years.) 

 

Another series of events that left staff employees resentful was that, over the years, 

the Board of Supervisors had given itself, but not its employees, raises. Although 

in October 2020, the Board paid themselves” $63,714 with $ 2,400 additional pay 

for the board chair,
30

 some employees were somehow convinced that the Board 

was paying itself $100,000. In 2020, when the Board of Supervisors approved the 

first reading of the proposed ordinance to raise salaries, it specifically ordered that 

the Board’s pay would not increase as it otherwise would have.
31

 

 

The Grand Jury does not suggest there was any malfeasance in these events.  They 

do, however, reveal an insensitivity of the Board and administrators to their 

employees' sensibilities.  Sometimes, appearances matter, especially in politics and 

governing.  

One thing the Supervisors might consider doing to improve employee morale is to 

spend more time with them, perhaps by regularly visiting them at work.  

Employees say a plaque rewarding their service from the Supervisors is very nice, 

but they also want the Supervisors to know first-hand what they do and how hard 

they work. 

After the raises went through, and even beforehand, department heads were given 

an opportunity to appeal to the “Class and Compensation Committee,” a newly 

formed committee consisting of administrators and department heads that reviewed 

individual employees’ pay or alter remuneration under the study for certain 

positions.  Out of 23 appeals, only two were granted.
32

 Those two were for 

managers. Committee members were urged to remain faithful to the study’s 

“principles.”   

 

                                                      
30 Larson, supra, Oct. 23, 2002 

31 Id, 

32 The Grand Jury was initially told that there were 33 appeals.  
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After being turned down at the Class and Compensation Committee, at least two 

department heads continued fighting on behalf of their employees for more pay by 

asking the County to change the category those employees were in, to ones that 

paid more. The employees affected were reported to be exemplary people working 

above their formal titles. The outcome of those appeals is unknown at this time.  

The Grand Jury acknowledges those department heads’ loyalty to their staff 

employees. One of them surmised that the rigid adherence to the study principles 

was discouraging employees in her department because it had eliminated long-

standing paths for advancement, something outside the study parameters and not 

relevant in 2021.Another stated he just wished the County had gone with the study 

median in all cases.
33

 

The only employees that successfully appealed their salary increases were 

managers.  Lest there be any question about who was distressed by this rigid 

application of the study’s principles, it was department heads who wished for more 

flexibility and generosity.   

The 2020 raises were not given to probationary employees, even ones who are 

highly skilled and have professional certifications.
34

 One department director also 

pointed out that new employees are being hired in the same positions at rates often 

several dollars less than ones who got raises. This leaves some employees doing 

the same jobs at different pay, regardless of experience or skill. Rigidity still taints 

County employment. 

4. EMPLOYEE RETENTION IS ESSENTIAL 

Retention is a concern for all department executives.  With turnover a long-term 

concern for County senior staff, there are few departments with satisfactory 

retention rates. Although 100% retention is difficult in any work environment, lack 

of effective management of it impacts service quality, fiscal management and 

creates supervisory challenges that were reported by most department heads 

interviewed.  Critical staff in the Sheriff’s department, in particular, are constantly 

having to address cost control of overtime and maintaining a healthy work 

environment. 

 

                                                      
33 Confidential interviews with the Grand Jury. 

34 Confidential communications to Grand Jury re: several employees, including a facilities manager. 
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Staff across multiple departments have to take overtime and extra shifts to 

maintain minimum services standards for citizens of Lake County.  Such overtime 

and extra shifts can lead to staff burn out.  None of the department heads claimed 

this was a problem, although union representatives did.  

Although there are intermittent attempts at workplace team building and retention, 

there is no countywide plan for them and no apparent standards to which 

department heads are held accountable.  No doubt low pay is one cause for the 

County’s poor employee retention, but other factors also contribute. These include 

poor workplace morale, lack of chain of command transparency for staff, poorly 

designed or maintained employee work or break areas.  Improving these conditions 

can bolster employee morale, a key component in retaining staff. 

No senior administrators mentioned the potential benefit of requiring exit 

interviews.  They seem to take place somewhat haphazardly, even with retiring 

employees. It could be enlightening for management to learn why retirement seems 

a better alternative to continuing to work.  Although administrators frequently 

mentioned employees left for better pay in neighboring counties, a more in depth 

examination of this claim could be helpful.  Commuting through poorly maintained 

and dangerous mountain passes can be challenging.   

The Grand Jury did hear from some employees who had previously left and then 

later returned from jobs in other nearby counties.  Most often, the reason given for 

the initial departure was the County’s expensive benefits for families.  Others 

reported conflict with superiors or losing out on a promotion as causes for taking a 

job out of County. Some witnesses spoke about why they stayed in or returned to 

County employment.  Most often, it was because of family ties to Lake County.  

Several directors reported better retention when employees came from rural 

backgrounds. 

One positive development from the pandemic experience is that the County 

adopted its first remote work policy. This came after having a good experience 

during the months many County employees were forced to work from home. This 

can afford employees more flexibility in their schedules to deal with family and 

personal business. 
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5. THE UNIONS WHO DID NOT GO ALONG 

Unions that did not accept the proposed raises for their members and who 

exercised their collective bargaining rights, have found that the process dragged on 

until six months later, just before annual negotiations were originally set to begin.  

They were working on last years’ issues at the same time as new ones were 

supposed to be addressed.   

Reports concerning these negotiations suggest some possibly unfortunate tactics 

are being employed by County representatives, even possibly a punitive stance that 

is disfavored in the law. Both the employer and the union are required to negotiate 

in good faith.
35

 

For example, one group of employees who were 18% underpaid according to the 

study were offered just cents on the dollar. The law does not approve offers in 

collective bargaining that are likely to be rejected.  Or, one Y-rated employee was 

not moved to Step 5 as was the protocol as per the study. His proposal to be moved 

to Step 5 was firmly rejected, even though his proposal is per the study protocol as 

well as the industry standard.
36

   

Not all of the County’s proposals have been roughly equal, even in the same 

department.  One union got a very significant bump in benefits while another union 

in the same department did not.  To those left behind, it seems they are less valued. 

However, without them, the department could not conduct essential functions.  

That inequality was particularly galling, so much so that a number of union 

members have announced their intention to leave County employ.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
35  The Meyers-Milias-Brown Act or MMBA (Govt. Code, sec. 3500.5et. seq.) requires public employers to meet 

and confer or collectively bargain in good faith regarding wages, hours and other terms and conditions of 

employment with recognized employee organizations. The duty to bargain ends only when the parties reach 

agreement or when a bona fide impasse occurs and impasse resolution procedures (for example mediation) 

have been exhausted. Local 21, Organization of Professional Technical Engineers. .  

36 Confidential communication from two union representatives, 
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6. HOW THINGS STAND   

As of March 10, 2021, there were 1,199 authorized employee positions in Lake 

County. 
37

 Only 81% of them or 975 were filled.  In some agencies, especially the 

Sheriff’s Department and Public Health, low pay is adversely affecting operations 

in situations that can be dangerous.  

The Sheriff’s Department is struggling to staff the jail after sworn deputies and 

civilian workers departed. There are nearly 30 positions unfilled department wide. 

Many deputies are leaving to go to nearby counties who pay more. For example, 

the median pay for correctional (jail) deputies in the County’s labor market three 

years ago was nearly 18% higher than what Lake County pays. 

The District Attorney, County Counsel and Public Health departments also need to 

fill critical positions, including replacing the County’s Public Health Officer. 

Recently, in order to staff the jail, patrol deputies were called in to maintain 

minimum staffing at the jail which corrections deputies are leaving for better pay 

elsewhere.  When patrol deputies are transferred to the jail, some parts of the 

County are potentially at risk. 

The Sheriff’s Department has been aggressive in seeking grants and other funding 

to hire staff and successfully secured a grant in 2019 to hire four deputies in 2020.  

This year, grants funded $5000 signing bonuses for new employees. This funding 

came from a rural sheriffs’ organization. However, after a yearlong recruitment 

process, the department was only able to hire one new deputy. 

The Public Health Department struggled during the pandemic to hire nurses. The 

County could not compete with outside employers. Eventually, the County relented 

and allowed Public Health to pay nurses signing bonuses.  

The County Library currently has just 19 employees after 17 employees retired 

since 2015.  Library assistants are filling in as much as possible.  They are paid just 

$9 per hour. (This needs further investigation.) However, the department head 

offers them library science classes they cannot afford otherwise. 

 

 

                                                      
37  Although the individual who initially supplied the data in this section was offered an opportunity to update 

them, the offer was declined. 
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Some departments, including Behavioral Health Services, Social Services, the 

County Library, and Public Health are not funded by the County but rely on other 

sources such as grants: Medicare and MediCal, the Mental Health Services Act, 

property taxes, state prison realignment funds and federal money to support the 

homeless or for low income housing.  Obtaining these funds involves significant 

administrative effort to secure funding. None of these departments is flush with 

cash. The Department of Social Services and Behavioral Health Services have their 

own accounting departments.  

Recent improvements at the Human Resources department are very welcome to 

other department heads who uniformly applaud them. For example, the department 

now offers to mediate disputes, thus reducing tension and personality conflicts that 

can cause employees to depart. Human Resources views the whole Class and 

Compensation study process as an effort to improve employee retention. 

Unfortunately, the County employee vacancy rate remains at 20%.
38

 

Some departments are income generating, such as Public Works or the Agricultural 

Commissioner. There is an expectation that new cannabis programs   will produce 

abundant income to the County.   

It must be understood that the County’s taxes and fees do not cover the entire 

expense of local government.  Many of its employees chase funding. The Grand 

Jury suggests that more thought be given to developing profit making ventures. 

 

7. PLANNING FOR MANAGERS’ RETIREMENTS  

 

Several department heads, including elected officials, are considering retirement.  

Only one has definitely stated he will.  In the meantime, there needs to be serious 

consideration given to retirement planning for department heads. Most importantly, 

the Grand Jury believes the County should, if it can, avoid interfering in individual 

department heads' efforts to groom a successor.  Too often, these ‘number twos’ 

have been promoted to other departments, leaving his or her former boss in the 

lurch, having to start over training a successor. 

 

                                                      
38 Interview senior County administrator, May 20, 2020 
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8. THE COUNTY’S DEPARTMENTS ARE WELL-MANAGED 

 

Some departments, such as the Registrar of Voters, County Counsel and IT are 

very small with fewer than 10 full-time employees each - but they are very 

efficient. At the other end of the spectrum are Public Works, Behavioral Health 

Services, and Social Services who are relatively large departments.  Social 

Services is the largest with 220 employees.   

The Grand Jury has discovered how efficient, energetic and creative the 

department heads are. One director, who was tired of hand-me-downs, secured a 

$46,000 grant to renovate her offices and replace outdated equipment. 

All individual department heads work with their employees to try to boost morale 

and employee retention, despite a lack of a general countywide set of programs or 

guidelines. At Public Services, which has a high number of seasonal and part-time 

employees, the average length of service for workers at all levels is 7.1 years. 

Seasonal workers usually return for up to 3 years. One worker in this department 

was there for 28 years. Similarly, the Probation Department has many long-term 

employees, upwards of 20 years in some cases, but it has trouble retaining younger 

workers who often move on to higher paying jobs in cities which can offer them a 

more robust social life.  

All the directors offer a variety of social activities to employees such as barbecues, 

holiday parties, birthday parties, baby showers and so forth.  Probation Officers 

arrive in costume on Halloween.  The Chief Probation Officer flips pancakes like 

an expert at department breakfasts. At Public Health they are Secret Santas and a 

luncheon at Christmas. Public Works hosts barbecues.   

The department that really stands out for its social events is Social Services, which 

hosts a competitive Frog Jump contest every year. Employees race frogs in a 

parking lot with results judged by other County officials.  Unfortunately, this 

year’s Frog Jump was cancelled because of COVID-19.  The department 

substituted a “team building exercise.” e.g. a picnic where it hosted employees 

from all its many offices around the Lake. It was an opportunity for employees to 

meet colleagues they know only by phone in person. 
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Directors are also actively involved in employee training and education. They pay 

for at least some of it or, in lieu of paying for it, they offer time off or scheduling 

changes.  All of them, of course, provide mandatory training, such as diversity or 

continuing education classes required to maintain professional licenses.  One 

director, whose department can be very technical and who believes that one learns 

best by teaching, assigns subjects that are new to his employees to teach their 

colleagues. 

 

9. IMPLEMENTATION OF THE STUDY 

 

Once the Board of Supervisors had approved pay for non-management employees 

in October 2020 the changes went into effect that December. Most employees 

accepted the County’s offer despite feeling ambivalent about them.  Many agreed 

because they feared retaliation, “something worse” if they did not go along with 

the plan. This is just one example of County employees ‘perceptions of their 

employer as untrustworthy, callous and indifferent.’ The Grand Jury did not 

understand them to be just grousing but was indicative of something more serious, 

possibly fear of retaliation or feeling coerced.   

The Grand Jury surmises that the rigidity the County has shown in handling 

objections to the recent raises and benefits changes may have been intended as an 

object lesson for all its employees--it does not pay to complain.  Ironically, that 

concern was just what motivated many to sign off/accept the original offers.  The 

Grand Jury believes that the County should model fairness and straight dealing 

with its employees.  The County could do much to improve its reputation and 

relationships with its employees, especially in those regards. 

 

10. CONCLUSION  

 

The Grand Jury commends Lake County for having started to address employee 

salaries and benefits and for its good management of County departments. It urges 

the Board of Supervisors and senior administrators to consider what steps they can 

take to avoid a repeat performance of miscommunications and delayed raises when 

it comes to caring for its employees who, after all, do the work that keeps the 

government in Lake County running efficiently.  
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The Grand Jury urges County consideration of some changes, especially to 

improve employees’ perceptions of, and passive acceptance of, County actions that 

suggest that its acceptance of the study’s recommendations were mere window 

dressing, not anything substantive. In most instances, the only salary relief on 

appeals went to managers. Such apparent cynicism and/or favoritism should not be 

countenanced in public service.  The Grand Jury would also like to see a more 

cooperative and sincere stance in the County’s collective bargaining with its 

unions. 

For the Board of Supervisors, the Grand Jury recommends more day-to-day 

contact with employees in their workplaces and that they carefully consider the 

impact their actions may have on employee morale. For example, by insisting that 

all pay raises, not just managers’, be put before them, they did much to reassure 

employees. 

The Grand Jury is well aware how difficult the many disasters and other hurdles, 

including a pandemic, that have plagued this county for the past six years have 

been to manage. However, neglect of County employee salaries and benefits 

preceded and continued during all those emergencies. It is well past time for 

County government at all levels to tend to better employee relations. 

More than one department head expressed distress over the way employees were 

treated in the Class and Compensation process.  Although employees were 

especially troubled by getting less pay than the study recommended, managers 

were more troubled by the County’s rigid refusal to accommodate reasonable 

requests for changes to the study recommendations. Rigid adherence to the letter of 

the process may have killed its spirit. Some would also have asked for more pay 

for all; some for more for just a few employees; but it seemed to jurors that they 

knew it would prove fruitless to ask.  It was accepted that the so-called ‘appeals’ 

were window dressing, not anything substantive because the only relief went to 

managers.  

 

Lake County would benefit from attaining salary and benefit parity with its 

market. 
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FINDINGS 

 

F. 1 - Until 2020 many Lake County employees had not received raises.  

 

F. 2 - At various times, the Lake County Board of Supervisors gave themselves but 

not their employees raises. Employees resented this disparate treatment. 

 

F.3 - In October 2020, the Board of Supervisors insisted on timely passage of the 

proposed pay increases for staff. 

 

F. 4 - In October 2020, County administrators presented their own and managers’ 

proposed salary increases but not ones for staff; this upset staff and exacerbated 

mistrust among them. 

 

F. 5 - Many County employees have long-standing mistrust of County 

administration. 

  

F. 6 - Ordering preparation of the Class and Compensation Study (hereinafter ‘the 

study’) was a good first step toward repairing the County’s relationships with its 

employees. 

  

F. 7 - Lake County is insufficiently flexible in designing and offering recruitment 

incentives for professionals and executives. 

 

F. 8 - For some employees, the deductions for benefits are too expensive. 

  

F. 9 - The County offers a large array of benefits to its employees.  This variety 

actually increases the overall cost to employees. 
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F. 10 - The County did not adopt the study’s recommendation to modify its step 

system (from 12 step to 5 step) for employee advancement. 

 

F. 11- Recommendations from the study for some Y ratings were not adhered to, 

and the ‘selected application’ of others was viewed as unfair. 

 

F 12 - The County does not conduct exit interviews with all employees who leave 

its employ. 

 

F. 13 - County administrators interfered with some directors’ succession planning. 

 

F. 14 - The County has made questionably legal offers to unions during collective 

bargaining. 

 

F.-15 - Some employee worksites are not properly designed or well maintained. 

 

F.-16. – Not Every County department head has a succession plan.  
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

R-1. The County should regularly, at least every three years, review its employees 

salaries and benefits levels to ensure they are competitive and reasonable for 

employees and within the County’s labor market. (F-1, F-8, F-9) 

 

R-2. The Board of Supervisors and County administrators should take care not to 

suggest by any action or statement lack of appreciation for the concerns of staff 

employees.  (F-2, F-4, F-5, F-6)  

 

R-3. Every County employee’s contract/work agreement should include an annual 

COLA. (F-1) 

 

R-4. The Board of Supervisors and County administrators must remain cognizant 

of and avoid the appearance of self-dealing, unfairness or disregard of their 

employees in all their activities, especially when setting their own remuneration. 

(F-2, F-4, F-5) 

 

R-5. The County must be more flexible and open to alternatives for salaries and 

benefits when recruiting managers and professionals. (F-7) 

 

R-6. Every department should have its own employee retention plan. (F-13, F- 16) 

 

R-7. The County should conduct an exit interview with every employee who 

leaves.  (F-12) 

 

R-8. The County should provide an array of benefit plans that allow employees to 

select ones that are within their means and which permit them to maintain a 

reasonable income. (F-8, F -9) 
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R-9. The Board of Supervisors should have more in-person contact with County 

employees, preferably in the employees’ workplaces.  (F-2) 

 

R-10. The County should pay attention to the state of employee work sites and 

break areas to make sure they are comfortable, well-lit, clean and conducive to the 

employees’ duties. (F-15) 

 

R-11. Every department head should have a succession plan.  (F 16) 

 

R-12. County administrators should defer to a department head’s succession plan 

and avoid interrupting training of a successor. (F -16) 

 

R-13. The County should review and, if necessary, revise its decision to Y-rate 

mission critical employees (i.e.,  Nurses, Heavy-Equipment Operators.) (F-13) 

 

R-14. The County should ensure that all employees who were Y-rated are currently 

paid at Level 5 or above.  (F-11) 

 

R-15. The County should reconsider whether it should alter its 12-steps for 

employee advancement as recommended by the study.  (F-10) 

 

R-16. The County should always negotiate in good faith with its unions.  (F-14) 

 

R-17. The County should not make offers in collective bargaining that it knows the 

union will reject.  (F-14) 
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INVITATIONS TO RESPOND PER PENAL CODE 933: 

 

Required Responses: 

 

Lake County Board of Supervisors (R-1, R-2, R-3, R-4, R-5, R-6, R-7, R-8, R-9, 

R-10, R-11, R-12, R-13, R-14, R-15, R-16, R-17)                                  (90 days) 
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         Civil Grand Jury 2020-2021                    
County of Lake  

 
HOMELESS - NOT HOPELESS 

                     

INTRODUCTION 

For the second consecutive year, the Civil Grand Jury has been dedicated to 

seeking a better understanding of homelessness in Lake County as well as 

regionally. This term began with multiple inquiries by the Grand Jury regarding the 

number and financial impacts of fires started by the homeless, especially in 

Clearlake. However, we found that such statistics are not being kept – not for fires 

nor for the emergency medical services provided to the homeless by the County’s 

fire departments. Therefore, no estimated costs are available. Lake County Fire 

Protection District (Clearlake/Lower Lake) can track calls to addresses, and a 

definite pattern was found. Concentrations of calls are linked to several areas, such 

as, for example, around Wal-Mart or down Dam Road where a number of fires 

caused by homeless have been concentrated.  

The investigation was then broadened to inquire as to the number and cost of law 

enforcement agencies’ interactions with the homeless. Again, no specific statistics 

are being captured. The Jail does note those inmates who are said to be 

“transients,” although the Grand Jury could not ferret out specific associated costs. 

The Grand Jury believes that County government officials and the public would be 

taken aback by the total costs related to first-responder encounters with homeless 

individuals. 

In a search for statistics, the scale of our inquiry was then again broadened to 

assess how other California communities are responding to the escalating impact of 

homelessness. The Grand Jury’s review also included novel “hybrid” 

interdisciplinary approaches by first responders, here and elsewhere, in dealing 

with the chronically homeless. 
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From the multiple interviews conducted, two schools of thought emerge – (a) with 

more outreach and funding, homelessness can be eliminated in Lake County or (b) 

the problem is impossible, and homelessness can never be eradicated. All parties 

appear to agree, however, that the number of homeless is increasing, despite formal 

counts to the contrary, and that more housing and additional mental-

health/substance abuse treatment is absolutely essential.  Many individuals within 

County agencies and non-profits are working collaboratively to help the homeless, 

and progress is demonstrable by the opening of two residential facilities – Hope 

Center and Elijah House - this past year. (Vide infra)  

Despite the “formal” count of chronically homeless in Lake County showing 

“only” 241 this year, the professionals consistently estimate that the total number is 

likely closer to 1,000. Almost every community across the country is affected to 

some degree by trying to cope with the multiple attendant serious problems 

associated with chronic homelessness, while at the same time trying – repetitively - 

to provide appropriate services to many who do not necessarily welcome them. 

Therefore, the experiences of a number of State-wide communities are included in 

this report, as the problems encountered elsewhere AND in Lake County differ 

only in scale – and documentation. 

METHODOLOGY 

The Grand Jury interviewed all County, State agency, and municipal police and 

fire first-responders; the directors of the County health agencies; the principals of 

the two new residential facilities; and the directors of the several non-profits who 

have labored collaboratively for years in this arena. Also interviewed were 

principals of agencies not in Lake County that appear to have instituted creative 

means of dealing with and assisting this difficult population. Extensive Internet 

research was also conducted. (To conserve pages, a Bibliography is not attached, 

but anyone wishing identification of articles is welcome to contact the Grand Jury.) 

 

DISCUSSION 

 HOW THE HOMELESS ARE COUNTED 

The U.S. Department of Housing & Urban Development (HUD) since 2003 has 

required every county in the country to count its unsheltered homeless residents in 

January in odd-numbered years in order to receive federal funding for its homeless 

programs.  This census is the Point-In-Time (PIT) count. Multiple sources agree that 
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the tallies are certainly an undercount - some experts say by half - while also 

acknowledging their importance for measuring trends. HUD wants a count of 

chronically homeless, excluding those who are couch-surfing or in a motel for a 

night. 

The PIT count is low by design, to a degree. HUD requires that the count be held 

during the last ten days of January so that it can account for people who cycle in 

and out of homelessness and may be unable to pay for temporary shelter at the end 

of the month. HUD also states that holding the count on one of the coldest nights 

of the year can be very effective in raising public awareness of the challenges faced 

by homeless people without shelter, which makes it easier to recruit volunteers to 

conduct the counts. However, advocates and service providers argue that 

scheduling the event in the winter creates an undercount. The count is during the 

winter early in the morning, when it’s harder to actually find folks because they are 

seeking some sort of refuge, plus they want to stay out of sight in general for their 

own safety. 

 

A new digital program has been added by California this year to capture the broader 

picture of homelessness. This new online dashboard, called the Homeless Data 

Integration System (HDIS), was the first-in-the-nation and was released in January 

2021. The State spent $1.2 million on this new data platform, which was built in 15 

weeks. Its implementation marked the first time that the subgroup of people seeking 

homelessness services was tracked throughout an entire state. Considered key was 

whether those services were helping the homeless obtain housing.  The data came 

from California’s 44 individual “Continuums of Care” (COC) - county-based 

networks that administer homelessness services to their local residents and include 

county, city, and nonprofit stakeholders. 

In 2020, the number unhoused people connected with service providers throughout 

California was 248,130. Of those, 37%, or 91,626 people, had secured permanent 

housing by the end of the year, which was heartening. However, 47% still were 

awaiting housing, and 16% had fallen off the grid entirely - they stopped interacting 

with service providers, and the State lost track of them. 

The new platform does not capture the full scope of California’s homeless in that it 

does not count unhoused people who visit domestic violence centers for help, nor 

does it count unhoused people who are not connected with service providers. 

Nonetheless, the data may be even more meaningful in 2021 because many 

counties cancelled their PIT counts due to COVID-19 concerns, thus omitting this 

https://www.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/PIT-Count-Methodology-Guide.pdf
https://www.bcsh.ca.gov/hcfc/hdis.html
https://www.bcsh.ca.gov/hcfc/hdis.html
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county-by-county snapshot of the unhoused. HDIS enables a more all-encompassing 

look at one of the State’s most serious problems. In 2019, the last time most counties 

tallied people living on their streets as well as in their shelters, the State recorded a 

total of 151,278 people without housing. In 2020, the HUD PIT count tallied 

161,548 homeless persons in California. (Exhibit 1). 

 

 LAKE COUNTY PIT COUNTS 

 

In 2020, 572 homeless persons were identified in the PIT count. (Exhibit 2) On 

January 28, 2021, the day this year’s census was conducted, 241 homeless were 

counted who met the HUD definition. (Exhibit 3) However, according to the Chair 

of the Lake County COC,  the number may be skewed in part due to the COC’s 

switching from paper to digital counting applications (HMIS) for the first time and 

also due, again, to how homelessness is officially (restrictively) defined by HUD. 

Even though 600 surveys were attempted, only 319 were actually completed and, of 

those, only 241 were accepted using HUD criteria. This year’s count was also 

impacted not only by COVID-19 restrictions, but also by the severe weather on 

January 28th, including a snowstorm and intermittent rain, leading to additional 

difficulties for volunteers conducting the count. As well, homeless who are 

incarcerated are excluded from most official counts, including in Lake County. 

Therefore, despite the widely held belief that the homeless rate in Lake County is 

higher, the official data – as collected – do not support this perception. 

The information gleaned from the 319 completed questionnaires was useful: 115 of 

the 319 self-identified as having a chronic health disability (36%), 104 indicated 

they had a physical disability (32%), 62 said they receive disability benefits (19%), 

and 227 of respondents reported that they had lived in Lake County longer than five 

years (71%), dispelling a common misconception that an area’s homeless population 

is composed mostly of people coming in from out of the area. 

Breakdown of the data into various categories included specific regions: Clearlake 

continued to show the largest number of homeless, although that figure decreased 

from 241 in 2020 to 117 this year. Lakeport and Lucerne ranked second and third, 

respectively. This year’s PIT count also documented members of Lake County’s 

tribes who self-reported, including Robinson, Pomo, Chippewa and Cherokee, with 

Robinson having the greatest number at 13. Twenty-six people identified themselves 

as being veterans, but the official PIT report only included 16, with the difference 

again representing the number of surveys that were not accepted. Eighty-five 

respondents indicated that they were dealing with a serious mental illness or 

substance use disorder, just under half – 49.3%. 
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Those surveyed were also asked what they believed they most needed to help them, 

and the responses indicated the top three choices to be low-income housing, 

affordable housing, and immediate emergency shelter. Next came housing vouchers, 

access to nutritious food, and transitional shelter. Homelessness and housing, then, 

are inextricably intertwined. 

The Grand Jury believes that also including questions about having a history of 

incarceration would expand the understanding of the contributors to chronic 

homelessness. 

 REGIONAL REACTIONS 

HUD estimated that, roughly, 553,000 people experienced homelessness nationwide 

in 2018, with more than one-third living unsheltered. The largest increases in the 

unsheltered homeless were reported in Western states, with California and 

Washington together accounting for more than half of the unsheltered in the entire 

country.  

Homelessness — not COVID, not wildfires, and not even the sky-high price of 

housing — is the problem San Francisco Bay Area residents are most concerned 

about.  Massive encampments shine a spotlight on the issue in nearly every corner of 

the region. In an April 2021 poll, 60% of respondents said they are very concerned 

about homelessness in the nine-county Bay Area Region, according to results 

released by the Bay Area Council. 

More than 160,000 people are currently without housing in California, and Bay Area 

officials are struggling to manage massive encampments and makeshift RV 

communities, as housing and shelter resources pale in comparison to the scale of the 

problem.  

The results reflect residents’ mounting dissatisfaction with growing homeless camps 

that display the abject suffering of people without homes, while often blocking 

sidewalks and roads and posing a fire and crime danger to surrounding houses and 

businesses.  This critical state of affairs has become more visible during the 

pandemic, as cities stopped clearing encampments and officials raced to create more 

shelter space and protect vulnerable unhoused people from the virus. 

 

 STATE RESPONSE – PROPOSED BUDGET 

In his 2019 and 2020 budgets, the Governor allocated about $1 billion to decrease 

homelessness. Prior to the Governor’s recent budget proposals, the mayors of San 

Jose, San Francisco, and other large cities had asked the State for $20 billion to 

https://www.courthousenews.com/california-mayors-ask-state-to-pony-up-20-billion-to-fight-homeless-crisis/
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create at least 100,000 new homes. According to the 2020 HUD estimates, more 

than 70% of California’s homeless residents — about 113,660 people — currently 

live outside.  

In May 2021, having the advantage of a major budget surplus, the Governor 

announced a historic plan to allot $12 billion to housing and services for the 

homeless. The cornerstone of his proposed new plan is using $8.75 billion to create 

at least 46,000 homes for unhoused Californians. Of that, $7 billion would be used 

to expand Project Homekey — the pandemic initiative that provides funding for 

cities and counties to convert hotels, dormitories, and other buildings into homeless 

housing. Last year, Project Homekey used $846 million in federal COVID-19 relief 

dollars, State funding, and donations to create more than 6,000 new units of 

homeless housing. Through the State’s earlier 2020 Project Roomkey, 36,000 

vulnerable unhoused Californians were sheltered in hotels around the State in an 

effort to prevent them from becoming infected with and spreading COVID-19. As 

those hotel programs end, the Governor’s new plan intends to dedicate $150 million 

to stabilize and rehouse Project Roomkey clients. 

The Governor also set the ambitious goal of ending homelessness for California 

families within five years. His plan would invest $1.85 billion in new housing for 

families, $1.6 billion in rental support for families at risk of losing their homes, and 

$40 million in grants to local governments to address the issue. 

The Governor hopes to house a total of 65,000 people through this effort and prevent 

another 300,000 at-risk Californians from losing their homes. The plan would create 

at least 28,000 homes for seniors and for people struggling with behavioral health 

issues. 

His plans also addressed homeless encampments, which have grown in size and 

visibility during the pandemic, causing significant tension in Bay Area communities 

and vastly straining local officials’ efforts to address health, safety, and fire concerns 

posed by the massive camps. His plan somewhat vaguely earmarks $1.5 billion to 

“clean public spaces” and another $50 million to help local governments move 

people out of “unsafe, unhealthy encampments” and into housing in a “responsible 

and respectful way.”  

Whether the final approved budget will retain these proposals and whether these 

lofty goals can be implemented in the ‘real world’ remain to be assessed. 

https://www.huduser.gov/portal/sites/default/files/pdf/2020-AHAR-Part-1.pdf
https://www.mercurynews.com/2021/03/21/how-california-used-covid-to-create-housing-a-top-newsom-adviser-weighs-in/
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 ENCAMPMENTS ARE PROLIFERATING 

For much of the past year, local governments across Northern California found 

themselves in an uneasy truce with the spread of encampments. As the pandemic 

raged, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) urged officials to 

keep people “where they are” if no individual shelter was available. While cities 

like San Francisco kept clearing sidewalks, the Governor advocated providing 

hotel/motel rooms for the most vulnerable and ordered state workers (CHP & 

CalTrans) not to sweep the many encampments that sprung up along highways and 

train tracks. 

                                        

Now that truce is over. As complaints about more visible encampments escalate 

throughout the region, cities, counties and State agencies are expanding sweeps 

and debating strict new laws governing where homeless residents can sleep. Many 

in these governments are attempting to do so while fending off legal challenges 

after a landmark 2018 California court ruling limited their ability to clear 

encampments without providing the residents with alternative shelter. 

Some local governments are also weighing new approaches to coexistence with 

encampments — regular trash pickups, sanctioned camps, tiny homes — as short-

term workarounds for a vexing combination of unaffordable housing and stubborn 

neighborhood resistance to new shelters. The process varies widely, from offering 

residents incentives to move out to bulldozing anything left. Harsher approaches 

last year led to a class-action settlement over belongings destroyed in East Bay 

sweeps. 

For a while, Santa Cruz authorized an “agreement camp,” wherein residents 

pledged to clean up the area daily and avoid theft, violence, and the “open use of 

illegal substances” in exchange for stability, portable bathrooms, and trash service. 

https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/community/homeless-shelters/unsheltered-homelessness.html#prevention
https://www.latimes.com/homeless-housing/story/2021-05-07/san-francisco-tests-campsites-homelessness-solution
https://www.sfchronicle.com/politics/article/Project-Roomkey-to-shelter-homeless-people-from-15815477.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/politics/article/Project-Roomkey-to-shelter-homeless-people-from-15815477.php
https://www.mercurynews.com/2020/09/14/bay-area-homeless-sweeps-continue-despite-coronavirus-moratorium/
https://www.sfchronicle.com/bayarea/article/Homelessness-It-s-not-a-crime-to-sleep-on-the-13204373.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/local/article/S-F-pays-61-000-a-year-for-one-tent-to-house-16001074.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/bayarea/article/Bay-Area-residents-want-homeless-problem-solved-15714612.php
https://oaklandside.org/2020/07/13/are-you-unhoused-in-oakland-berkeley-or-emeryville-caltrans-might-owe-you-money/


150 

 

The residents currently, however, are all facing eviction to make way for post-

pandemic public outings now that mask mandates and social distancing 

requirements are loosening. Santa Cruz says it will now consider encampment 

clearings on a case-by-case basis. However, the dispute over its “agreement camp” 

illustrates a battle playing out across the State over which areas to consider 

relinquishing to encampments, and which to deem off-limits. In San Jose, the City 

Council voted in late March to prioritize clearings based on proximity to schools, 

waterways, and other sensitive locations.   

In a different tact, The Sacramento Mayor, whom the Governor previously 

appointed to lead a State homelessness commission, is among the local officials 

considering whether to declare homelessness an ongoing health emergency or a 

legal right that governments must recognize. 

 

A new generation of advocates for homeless people is also pushing to make sure 

cities do not have a choice other than to house homeless residents. These advocates 

have sued Sacramento, Emeryville, Santa Cruz, Chico, Sausalito, and other cities, 

to stop encampment sweeps, leaving officials scrambling to sanction alternatives. 

With such daunting numbers of homeless, some activists fear that cities will resort 

to “warehousing” people in large, tightly controlled facilities. For now, they worry 

about the toll on those who are shuffled endlessly among camps. 

ABT ASSOCIATES REPORT ON ENCAMPMENTS (January 2021) 

 OVERVIEW 

To learn more about encampments and cities’ approaches in responding to them, 

ABT Associates conducted the study Exploring Homelessness Among People 

Living in Encampments and Associated Costs for the U.S. Department of Health 

and Human Services and HUD. After completing a literature review, the study 

team selected nine cities currently responding to encampments to participate in 

telephone interviews in early 2019. The nine cities were Chicago, Fresno, Houston, 

Las Vegas, Minneapolis, Philadelphia, Portland, San Jose, and Tacoma.  Then, in 

the fall of 2019, the team conducted site visits to Chicago, Houston, San Jose, and 

Tacoma to collect cost information on expenditures explicitly related to 

encampments, interview implementation partners, observe encampments, and 

interview a small number of encampment residents. 

https://www.mercurynews.com/2021/03/24/san-jose-to-resume-clearing-homeless-camps-with-special-focus-near-schools/
https://www.capradio.org/articles/2019/02/12/sacramento-mayor-darrell-steinberg-to-head-californias-new-homelessness-commission/
https://www.sacbee.com/news/local/homeless/article243026121.html
https://evilleeye.com/news-commentary/judge-blocks-clearing-of-ashby-shellmound-homeless-encampment-slated-for-186-unit-development/
https://www.santacruzsentinel.com/2021/04/01/federal-judge-formalizes-santa-cruz-homeless-camp-order/
https://www.chicoer.com/2021/04/11/lawsuit-against-city-of-chico-launched-on-behalf-of-rights-of-unhoused-individuals/
https://pacificsun.com/judge-rules-in-favor-of-sausalito-homeless-encampment-residents/
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The consulting firm found that, as of 2019, homeless encampments were appearing 

in numbers not seen since the 1930’s. The growth of encampments mirrored the 

increase in unsheltered homelessness overall and seemed to reflect a complex set 

of societal factors, including a lack of affordable housing and the persistence of 

deep poverty and chronic homelessness. Even before the COVID-19 pandemic, 

communities nationwide were struggling to respond to public pressure to relocate 

people living in encampments and prevent the formation of new encampments with 

only a weak knowledge base on which to structure that response. 

 

The ABT study laid out a novel framework for approaches to encampments in 

cities around the country: clearance with support, clearance with little or no 

support, tacit acceptance, and formal sanctioning. Local officials in the four cities 

that were the main focus of this study – Chicago, Houston, Tacoma, and San Jose – 

generally converged on a common strategy for responding to their most visible 

encampments: “clearance and closure with support.” In this approach, camp 

clearance and closure followed a resource-intensive outreach to help connect 

encampment residents with needed services - to try to ensure that every resident 

had somewhere to go at the time of encampment closure. 

 

Annual spending in fiscal year 2019 related to community responses to 

encampments ranged from $3,393,000 in Houston to $8,556,591 in San Jose. All 

but about $170,000 in San Jose was for labor costs. (Exhibit 4) The cost per 

unsheltered homeless person ranged from $1,080 in San Jose to $6,208 in Tacoma. 

Across the four cities, the greatest expenditures for encampment-related activity 

were for outreach, while efforts related to cleaning, clearance, and shelter/housing 

placement varied considerably, based on local priorities and approaches. This 

study was not designed to measure the relative effectiveness of approaches to 

encampments. However, the findings demonstrated that permanent resolution of 

any given encampment (resolving homelessness for the people in the encampment, 

and preventing formation of a new encampment at that site) requires substantial 

investment, both in services and housing/shelter options. However, mitigation, 

management, and removal efforts just by themselves all come with considerable 

costs.  

 

With cities and counties now preparing for an influx of State and federal stimulus 

aid, the question is what kind of shelter to prioritize and how much to keep paying 

toward often shocking bills. This is exemplified by the $12.6 million the ABT 

https://www.latimes.com/california/story/2021-03-11/california-budget-26-billion-covid-19-stimulus
https://www.oaklandauditor.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/20210414_Performance-Audit_City-of-Oaklands-Homeless-Encampment-Management-Interventions-and-Activities.pdf
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Associates report which found that Oakland spent clearing and cleaning-up 

hundreds of encampments during the 2019 and 2020 fiscal years.  The ABT 

Associates audit emphasized that in Oakland — where officials have conducted 

1,982 trash pickups, larger-scale cleanings, and encampment clearings since March 

2020— the city “lacked an effective strategy” to deal with scattered camps. 

 

However, in April 2021, Oakland announced that it is implementing a new phone 

app – the Homelessness Resource App – set to roll out in July and intended to 

connect unhoused residents with shelter, mental health care, food banks, medical 

care, legal aid, and many other services. The app is designed to be a more direct 

and tech-savvy alternative to the City’s 2-1-1 phone line and will provide updated 

information about new services. The app could also help Oakland track how many 

homeless are accessing which services and can be downloaded by front-line 

workers. Of course, not all homeless have a smartphone or a reliable place to 

charge one. Neither can the app fix what is most broken – the lack of housing to 

offer the homeless. 

 

 

 CAMP STRUCTURE 

 

The internal organization and motivations of residents significantly vary among 

encampments. Some encampments have a strong social structure and organization, 

sometimes with oversight or assistance from local charitable or faith-based 

organizations. Residents may be required to assume responsibility. Residents may 

vote in governance decisions, and they may be expected to attend weekly resident 

meetings in accordance with an encampment-wide code of conduct. A key 

researcher conducting studies on encampments described the social structure 

established by a group of mothers staying with their children in a recently cleared 

encampment in Oakland, California. Residents of the encampment prohibited drug 

use and shared responsibility for childcare. These expectations promote a sense of 

community and have been credited with helping encampment residents “feel 

human” and believe that they have something to contribute. Other encampments 

have less cohesion and more informal rules and structure, which may on occasion 

result in friction and conflict among residents. Larger encampment “communities” 

may be less cohesive than smaller groups composed of family members and 

friends.  
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According to the ABT Associates report, the potential for exploitation exists in 

encampments. For example, younger people may offer to provide protection to 

older residents but then expect some form of compensation in exchange. 

Nonetheless, people staying together in encampments tend to look out for one 

another and have some sense of solidarity.  

 

 

REGIONAL CALIFORNIA EXPERIENCES 

 SAN JOSE REPORT 

The population of San Jose in 2019 was about 1,035,317. The PIT count 

documented 7,922 unhoused individuals. Available emergency shelter beds 

numbered 900 in 49 shelters. As of then, prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, there 

were roughly 350 encampments just along the waterways of San Jose – an 

approximately 50% increase from 2018. Multiple encampments are also present in 

other locations throughout the city: on sidewalks, under highway overpasses, and 

alongside highways and railroad tracks.  

 

In each of those locations, the physical presence of encampments varied; however, 

common features among all types of encampments were tarps covering tents and 

areas next to the tents, personal belongings (usually in shopping carts), and large 

quantities of trash. These encampments result in environmental degradation, such 

as water contamination from human waste and trash; habitat destruction; and the 

accumulation of garbage, drug paraphernalia, and other hazardous materials. These 

pose a threat not only to camp residents but also to first responders and service 

providers. Encampments also become dumping grounds for the wider community, 

with old bikes, sofas, mattresses, tables, rugs, and other household items. 

Encampments in more open areas often are littered with old boats and vehicle 

hulks generally dumped by non-homeless area residents. 

 

Encampments along railroad tracks often formed in the limited space between the 

tracks and barrier fence or wall and logistically are the most difficult to respond to, 

have the additional threat of passing trains. The tunnels under bridges are favored 

for their protection from the weather. Encampments on sidewalks are often located 

in neighborhoods with liquor stores, inexpensive motels, auto body shops, 

recycling facilities, and other industrial uses.  
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The heightened visibility of encampments is attributed both to an increased number 

of people who live in encampments across the city and to the clearance of 

encampments in other areas near waterways, which has pushed encampments to 

city streets, into residential neighborhoods, and into business districts.  

 

A significant increase in vehicular encampments (people living in cars and RVs) is 

apparent, often in groups that are parked together. Outreach workers observe that 

the homeless living in vehicles are less likely to have mental health and substance- 

use issues than those living on the sidewalks. However, they often will not accept 

offers of emergency shelter because they perceive their vehicles to be their home. 

 

While people of all ages, races, and ethnicities reside in encampments, the majority 

are single, older, and white males. The numerous small encampments consisting of 

veterans are easily identified because they are observed to be cleaner and have 

American flags and army fatigues around the site.  

The San Jose Housing Department has a Homelessness Response Team that 

responds to public complaints through its Homeless Concerns Hotline, dispatches 

outreach workers, and coordinates the closure and cleanup of encampments. The 

Response Team uses a database to track outreach and engagement. The outreach 

teams also visit encampments that are not the subject of complaints. In all camps 

visited, they attempt to engage the residents, conduct assessments for the database, 

and connect residents to emergency or permanent housing when available. They 

estimate that only about 20 percent of encampment residents accept shelter 

referrals before a clearance and closure. Encampment residents often decline 

emergency shelter because of shelter rules (e.g., no partners or pets allowed), 

ongoing substance use, and safety and theft concerns. Often, encampment residents 

prefer to move to another encampment location or to establish a new encampment 

with their partners, pets, and personal belongings. 

Despite widespread support among unhoused residents and their advocates for city-

sanctioned tent sites, San Jose leaders are just not ready to commit to the concept. 

 

Instead, the San Jose City Council in May 2021 decided to simply expand the 

number of homeless encampments that are regularly provided with hygiene and 

sanitation services, trash pickup, dumpsters, and housing outreach. The City 
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implemented a “Cash for Trash” program last November that pays encampment 

residents for the bags of trash they collect. In addition, the Council plans to create a 

policy that ensures unhoused people living in those encampments will not be forced 

out without extended notice of two to three months. 

Similarly, a small handful of cities on the West Coast, including Seattle, 

Sacramento, and San Francisco, have recently turned to permitted tent encampments 

as an interim solution to addressing their homelessness crisis while they work to find 

permanent housing for their unhoused residents. The sites offer services such as 

toilets, showers, food and access to social workers. They provide residents with a 

safer, more stable alternative to illegal encampments on city sidewalks, under 

overpasses and in parks. In addition, they aim to curb frustrations from residents and 

business owners who say the crisis creates public safety issues, health concerns, 

unsightly neighborhoods, and negative impacts on businesses. 

Although San Jose has attempted to create sanctioned encampments in the past, the 

attempts have not proven fruitful. Instead, the city has built interim housing 

developments known as “bridge housing sites” with dozens of tiny homes and 

modular units to serve unhoused residents as they search for long-term housing. 

Thanks to an influx of federal funding associated with the COVID-19 pandemic, 

San Jose in 2020 established a new program called Services Outreach Assistance 

and Resources — known as SOAR — to routinely provide services, such as 

bathrooms, laundry, routine trash pickup and housing outreach, to unhoused 

residents living in about 14 of the city’s largest encampments. 

Since the establishment of the program, San Jose employees have collected or 

removed more than 125 tons of debris per month, which seems to have tempered an 

inclination from some people to illegally dump their unwanted materials in the area, 

and engaged with more than 123 individuals to connect them with services such as 

rental assistance and addiction counseling. 

 

 

 SAN JOSE FIRST RESPONDERS 

The San Jose PD has a dedicated group of eight officers known as the Street 

Crimes Unit that focuses on quality-of-life issues across the city (prostitution, 

graffiti, criminal complaints related to encampments, crimes committed against 

and by homeless individuals). Information about those issues is passed on to the 

Street Crimes Unit from police captains, housing department staff, and other city 

officials. These officers are noted to differ from other police officers in that they 

https://www.mercurynews.com/2020/07/06/after-sinking-1-3-million-on-failed-trailers-what-will-come-of-san-joses-new-homeless-housing-projects/
https://www.mercurynews.com/2020/07/06/after-sinking-1-3-million-on-failed-trailers-what-will-come-of-san-joses-new-homeless-housing-projects/
https://www.mercurynews.com/2021/05/18/san-jose-plans-to-levy-10000-fines-against-people-turning-the-city-into-a-dumping-ground/
https://www.mercurynews.com/2021/05/18/san-jose-plans-to-levy-10000-fines-against-people-turning-the-city-into-a-dumping-ground/
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try to build trust and rapport with encampment residents while also enforcing the 

law. Police staff estimated that the Street Crimes Unit spends 60 percent of its time 

responding to illegal activity in homeless encampments rather than in other 

locations. Not captured was the amount of time providing security during removal 

of camp residents and camp cleanup during the closure of approximately 300 

encampments in 2019.   

The San Jose Fire Department (SJFD) does not have a particular unit dedicated to 

responding to problems at encampments, but they do keep statistics. The most 

common SJFD responses related to encampments are calls for medical services or 

vegetation, cooking, or trash fires. During fiscal year 2018–2019, 8.7 percent of all 

calls to SJFD were related to homelessness (8,009 out of 91,901 calls), and 63 

percent of those calls were requests for medical support. 

 UNION CITY 

Efforts to help house people who are homeless in Union City are getting a major 

boost from the State, which is set to award the City a little more than $1.5 million in 

grant money over five years to hire the city’s first ever homelessness coordinator. 

The money, which comes from the Permanent Local Housing Allocation grant 

program, is funded by $75 fees attached to home sales in the state, will also fund the 

hiring of a part-time outreach worker, and will help support the city’s long-running 

safe parking program. 

City officials said people making use of the safe parking program — known as 

CAREavan, which lets people living in their cars park overnight in secure lots 

around the city — will benefit from the new hires, which will be chiefly tasked with 

case management work, increasing the city’s focus on assisting homeless people in 

finding permanent housing and employment opportunities. The homeless 

coordinator and outreach worker will also expand City outreach to other homeless 

people in encampments around the city, 

Currently, multiple people in the City touch the issue of homelessness, but there is 

not one main point of contact whose sole job and responsibility is to do outreach and 

also respond to the public and the business community.  

Officials counted 106 unsheltered homeless people living in Union City during the 

2019 Alameda County PIT count and survey, a major increase from 2017, in which 

40 homeless people were counted among the city’s residents. Alameda County, like 
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many other Bay Area governments, postponed the 2021 count because of safety 

concerns arising from the coronavirus pandemic. City staff believes that the 2021 

count would have shown a dramatic increase in homelessness in the city. 

Staff observe an increase in the unhoused population throughout the city, with more 

encampments popping up. People are living in RVs and campers and often park 

along industrial roads and in major shopping center parking lots, resulting in many 

complaints. So while the City provided a service with safe parking, they were not 

able to bridge the gap as successfully to provide the means to obtain employment 

and retain permanent housing. 

Roughly $200,000 will go annually to paying for the new positions. In the first year, 

the City expects to receive $253,953, the remainder of which will go toward 

operational costs for the parking program, including providing some mobile shower 

days at the parking sites. The monies will fund what was primarily missing – case 

management. 

The coordinator and outreach worker will also maintain and log “critical 

homelessness data,” such as demographic information, location, health status, 

services offered, and the like. 

 

 MARIN COUNTY 

Just two years ago, Marin County was celebrating a rare achievement for a Bay Area 

community — successfully decreasing its homeless population. Now, however, new 

encampments that are highly visible and “in your face” along the waterfronts in 

Sausalito and Novato are inspiring protests, floods of complaints, litigation, and 

even reports of vandals’ slashing unhoused people’s tents. They are also putting 

pressure on local officials to remove the encampments.  

Marin County, where the median household income is about $111,000 — nearly 1.5 

times that of the rest of California — and a typical home sells for $1.6 million, has 

always had homeless residents. But pre-pandemic, the homeless tended to set up 

small camps for shorter time periods, moving along at the behest of law enforcement 

or camping out of view in the county’s large expanses of undeveloped land. When 

COVID-19 hit, Marin County joined other Bay Area communities in largely letting 

encampments alone — even in city centers — to give residents a chance to shelter in 

place from the virus. 
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In Sausalito, there is a months-long controversy concerning a new homeless 

encampment that recently formed along the City’s scenic waterfront the 

encampment started with one tent in Dunphy Park in December 2020 and has grown 

from there into a tent city populated by dozens of eclectic people. Many live part-

time on boats illegally anchored off the shore and use the camp as a safe place to 

come ashore for supplies or spend the night in case of a storm. They call the 

encampment Camp Cormorant, and fly rainbow flags emblazoned with drawings of 

the black water birds. 

                                     

 

In February 2021, the City Council decided that Marinship Park — which, unlike 

Dunphy Park, has bathrooms and is regularly visited by a shower truck — would 

make a better location for the encampment. However, when the City attempted to 

move the encampment, camp residents, backed by the California Homeless Union, 

sued. So far, a federal judge has sided with the camp residents, blocking the City 

from forcing them to relocate during the pandemic. This uncertain state of affairs has 

caused the Sausalito Arts Festival, a Bay Area arts scene staple for nearly seven 

decades, to cancel its 2021 event scheduled for Marinship Park. 

In a park in central Novato, numerous tents can be seen lining a path that winds 

through the trees beside the Novato Creek. Camp residents have set up an open-air 

kitchen, complete with a grill, a filing cabinet full of spices, and shelves stocked 

with donated food. But some Novato residents are appalled by the encampment and 

furious with the city for allowing it to remain. Customers at a nearby restaurant 

complain about the encampment constantly, says the manager, who believes it is 

costing the restaurant business. 

This kind of tension was nearly inconceivable two years ago, when Marin County 

saw a 7% drop in homelessness between 2017 and 2019. Even more impressively, 

the County reduced its population of chronically homeless residents — people 
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whom they defined as disabled and having been homeless for more than a year — 

by 28%. In contrast, Alameda, Contra Costa, San Francisco, San Mateo and Santa 

Clara counties all saw significant increases in homelessness during that same time. 

Marin County officials did not conduct a full homeless census this year due to 

COVID-19 concerns, but they did count the number of people living in vehicles and 

found the figure to have nearly doubled since 2019. 

 

 BAKERSFIELD “Ended” Chronic Homelessness 

Bakersfield, seat of Kern County, is a city of some 350,000 people. The 

Bakersfield Kern Regional Homeless Collaborative began meeting regularly after 

joining the “Built for Zero” campaign to end homelessness in 2015. The 

cornerstone of the Built for Zero approach is creating a by-name list of every 

person experiencing homelessness in different categories — chronically homeless, 

veterans, youth, families, and so on. The collaborative worked to find housing for 

every person on the list through case conferencing, regularly meeting to discuss 

individual cases, and figuring out what it would take to get that one person into an 

apartment. 

The Bakersfield Collaborative in 2017 first established a by-name list of 

chronically homeless people, those who had experienced homelessness repeatedly 

or for more than a year while struggling with a disabling condition such as a 

serious mental illness, substance use disorder, or physical disability. Between that 

time and the beginning of 2020, they reduced the number of chronically homeless 

people from 72 to 2, achieving “functional zero” for chronic homelessness, 

according to the definition provided by Community Solutions (the group that 

coordinates the Built for Zero campaign.) As the pandemic began, the number of 

chronically homeless people began to creep back up, but, thanks to an established 

collaboration between service providers and housing providers in the area, and 

a well-timed investment from California’s Project Homekey, the community was 

able to reduce the number again. In January of 2021, Bakersfield announced that it 

was the first city in California to end chronic homelessness.  

Principals at Community Solutions and the Built for Zero campaign stated that the 

organization is hoping to work with a diverse enough group of cities to prove that 

any type of community can end homelessness with good data and sustained effort. 

Communities in the Built for Zero campaign typically either start with veterans, 

because it is one of the more identifiable subcategories of homelessness, with  

https://community.solutions/functional-zero/
https://www.bakersfield.com/news/breaking/county-ready-to-put-words-into-action-address-homelessness-after-homekey-award/article_2173fd72-fa05-11ea-ba46-8fa857b07758.html
https://www.hcd.ca.gov/grants-funding/active-funding/homekey.shtml
https://community.solutions/case-studies/spotlight-bakersfield-and-kern-county-reaches-functional-zero-for-chronic-homelessness/
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dedicated resources and often strong political support, or they start with chronic 

homelessness, which is often the toughest subcategory, and hope that finding 

strategies to reduce those numbers will help them in other subcategories as well. 

Bakersfield is a medium-sized city combined with a huge rural county with 

complex geography and conservative politicians in one of the highest-cost states in 

America. One reason professionals believe why Bakersfield has had success in 

reducing its chronically homeless population is because the Housing Authority of 

the County of Kern had committed time and resources to helping.  A community 

cannot effectively address homelessness without a strong partnership with its 

housing authority. One strategy the Housing Authority used was taking on a 

“master lease” with private landlords who were hesitant to rent directly to people 

experiencing homelessness. That allowed the Housing Authority to sublet units to 

unhoused people, while taking on the liability for any damages that might be 

incurred and agreeing to carry out an eviction if they needed to. The program was 

small, starting with just eight units. By the end of the first year, all but one of the 

people housed through the program either took over the lease and stayed in the 

same unit or used their housing voucher to move to a different unit. 

Another reason why the master-lease concept worked was that a lot of people who 

have been chronically homeless have experienced frequent rejection and denial and 

can be averse to filling out paperwork for something that might be denied to them. 

With the Housing Authority technically as the leaseholder, the tenants did not have 

to go through an application process as they would have with a normal apartment. 

The funding for the master-lease program came through a grant from Kaiser 

Permanente. The principals found it beneficial to have grant funds that were 

flexible enough to, for example, partner with landlords, help people find 

documents like birth certificates, or buy bus passes, or purchase small appliances. 

The group found that not all strategies worked in every instance, but they 

concluded that when you start to tackle homelessness one-person-at-a-time and 

know who the homeless individuals are by name and personalize their situation, 

this overwhelming problem starts to be solvable. 

The Grand Jury notes that the Kern County Mental Health Department has been 

renamed, less stigmatically, Behavioral Health & Recovery Services. 
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 CLEARLAKE 

For a small city, Clearlake has large challenges that have bedeviled administrations 

for 40 years. These include poverty, unpaved roads, vacant businesses, difficulty 

attracting new developments, visible homeless, widespread vehicle abandonment, 

trash dumping, and rampant drug addiction. Nonetheless, the Fire Chief, the new 

Police Chief, the City Manager and City Council work well together and are 

committed to breaking these challenges down into smaller pieces so they can be 

addressed for the betterment of the City and its residents. In regard to the primary 

subject of this report, the Grand Jury notes the following: 

a. Police Department 

The Clearlake Police Department (CPD) over the years had had extensive 

involvement with the homeless, crime, and nuisance-related activity in a 45-

acre area of the City referred to colloquially as the “Gobi Desert.”  The Gobi 

Desert area, bordering Clearlake Park; is largely inaccessible by autos; is 

bounded by Acacia to the east, Eastlake Drive to the north, 2
nd

 Street to the 

west, and Sonoma to the south; and is across the road from the Pomo School. 

The area was subdivided in the 1920s-30s into 60 x 100’ “residential” parcels 

before the City was created in 1980. The area, containing a number of “paper 

lots,” already had power and water, but no sewer system, so development would 

require engineered septic systems. 

After a cleanup in May 2018, the CPD again in 2020-21 tackled the myriad 

problems at this site stemming from gatherings of homeless, fires and crime, the 

illegal dumping of trash/garbage and all manner of vehicles, and the location of 

a “chop shop.” One contributing factor to the area’s decline was the fact that 

Clearlake had eliminated Code Enforcement from 2009 to 2014 due to 

budgetary constraints. 

Phase I of the cleanup was prefaced by multiple enforcement operations to 

make arrests and issue citations, followed by a coordinated extensive brush 

cutting, removal of cars/trucks/RVs/boats, and blocking all “roads” with K-

rails.  Three Code Enforcement officers and five Public Works persons were 

involved, plus a backhoe and a toolcat and Public Works chippers. 46 vehicles 

were abated – 36 cars/trucks and 10 RV/trailers. Five 30-cu.yd. waste 

dumpsters and one 30-yd recycling (green waste) dumpster were filled. The 

total cost was almost $40,000 (see Exhibit 5). The CPD stated that the City was  
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committed to maintaining this area once the cleanup was completed. The first 

goal was to lock the area down. This was needed prior to attempting to 

revitalize it and the repaving of Acacia Street.  

Here are photos before the Phase I enforcement-and-abatement was completed: 

 

                 
 

The second area of homelessness and blight that Clearlake, CalFire, and Public 

Works coordinated to clear in April-May, 2021 was the 30+ acre area behind 

Tractor Supply and along Dam Road. The 3rd area on the cleanup agenda is the 

area east of Cache Creek Apartments. 

b. Fire Department 

The Lake County Fire Protection District does NOT specifically track fires 

caused by the homeless. The national database of fire statistics – National Fire 

Incident Reporting System (NFIRS) - does not permit keyword searching. In 

response to our request, the Department downloaded and read through 1602 

reports [from a total of 10-12 thousand over 10 years] involving fires on Dam 

Road between 1
st
 Ave and 12

th
 Ave. and found reports of 74 fires that appeared 

to involve the encampments. Two threatened the Cache Creek apartment 

complex and required evacuations. The cause of many such fires are said to be 

“undetermined,” not “intentional.” [“Incendiary” would indicate arson.] Most of 

these fires spread from cooking or warming fires and from burning garbage. 

Wildland engines (typically smaller, 4WD, with more hose), not structure 

engines, needed to be deployed. 

The Department also looked at reports near the Gobi Desert, from 1
st
 to 16

th
 

Streets, during the same period and found 48 fires, most of which were 

structural, not wildland.  

In their experience, the main groups of homeless are found behind WalMart and 

Safeway, in the Avenues, behind El Grande, and in vacant homes, especially in 

Clearlake Park and the Avenues, yet some live in town, near stores. 



163 

 

They could not estimate the costs involved in fighting these fires. In their 

opinion, the number of homeless had “skyrocketed” over the past 5-6 years, and 

they are in favor of keeping statistics so as to track “areas and trends.” 

The Fire Department’s EMS reports are classified as Medical or Fire. In 2020, 

ambulances were dispatched 6673 times – 3434 were medical and 1239 were 

for fires (which could also involve fire alarms or Haz-Mat calls). 

In terms of formal training that firefighters receive that may pertain to 

interacting with the chronically homeless, the Department responded that it 

does provide conflict-resolution in-service training. They emphasized that the 

EMT/firefighters do not experience many confrontational interactions with the 

homeless. 

 

 FIRE DANGER AND THE HOMELESS 

Fire is an ever-present menace where the unhoused congregate in group living 

areas, and the risk is worsening as the encampments increase in both size and 

number. Flames sparked by fires started for cooking or warmth can engulf highly 

combustible wooden shacks, tents, and RVs and spread rapidly to nearby 

vegetation and structures before firefighters arrive. Fires can also start when the 

homeless tap into street poles for power, running extension cords to their tents. 

Some camp residents store propane, butane, car batteries, generators, and other fire 

hazards in their tents. The homeless may tamper with fire hydrants to provide 

water for drinking, bathing, and laundry, thus affecting fire suppression capability. 

An additional consideration is the safety of the firefighters and trucks responding 

to an encampment fire. As the Lake County Fire Protection District management 

pointed out, firefighters have to be used as lookouts to both make sure equipment 

stays on the rigs and is undamaged; and also to search for any potential safety 

concerns such as needles, drugs, and aggressive behavior by camp residents. A 

further risk to firefighters is exposure to communicable diseases. 

In the three years since the Los Angeles Fire Department began keeping relevant 

statistics, fires related to homelessness have nearly tripled. In the first quarter of 

2021, they occurred at a rate of 24 a day, making up 54% of all fires the 

department responded to. Many of the fires were limited to dumpsters and piles of 

trash, and the most common outcome was the destruction of tents or other types of 

shelter. A few were costly and tragic. Seven homeless people died in fires in 2020.  



164 

 

Fires starting in camps lined beside businesses have caused tens of millions of 

dollars in damage, according to a Fire Department spokesperson. Some of those 

fires were the result of attacks on homeless camps by outsiders. 

Oakland firefighters responded to 552 encampment fires between January and 

November 2020, up 15% from the same time period in 2019. During the last fiscal 

year, July 2019 through June 2020, San Jose firefighters responded to 1,573 fires 

related to homeless camps, up 27% from the prior year. Data from the San 

Francisco Fire Department show a 55% increase during January through 

November 2020 compared to the year before — but the staggering increase is 

partly because the department improved its tracking of encampment fires in 2020.  

In response to these increases, San Francisco firefighters are visiting encampments 

and handing out “open flame pamphlets” with tips on fire safety. In Oakland, the 

East Oakland Collective passes out donated fire extinguishers in camps, and the 

Fire Inspector goes from camp to camp looking for fire code violations and also 

attempts to educate the residents about existing fire hazards. However, the 

Inspector noted, the unhoused people he encounters do not always trust him or 

welcome his tips. 

Oakland’s Struggles 

In the period June 1, 2020 to January 1, 2021, Oakland encampment fires have 

disrupted BART service 17 times between the Lake Merritt and Fruitvale stations 

and four times near the Coliseum, according to a BART spokesman. Fires next to or 

below BART tracks can fill the area with smoke and force drivers to stop their 

trains. Flames can damage cables and concrete, and an August 2020 fire near the 

Coliseum damaged an emergency walkway along the BART tracks.  

Along Oakland’s East 12th Street, where a large community of people lives in 

makeshift shacks, tents and cars, the Fire Inspector estimated that his department has 

responded to more than 100 encampment fires in the past two years. Although there 

is a fire station just seven blocks from the camp, the flames spread so fast that, by 

the time a truck arrives, any dwelling on fire is likely to be destroyed. 

Fires that spread rapidly to overgrown vegetation are especially concerning. In 

October 2020, a fire that started in an encampment off Interstate 580 in Oakland 

quickly spread into surrounding brush and trees and damaged a row of homes and a 

gas station. To give one a sense of the likely costs, firefighters called second and 

third alarms, and Oakland police also responded to the area to assist with traffic 

control. The fire was eventually contained due to the work of more than 50 Oakland 

https://www.latimes.com/california/story/2019-10-18/homeless-population-attacks-fire
https://www.mercurynews.com/2020/10/22/firefighters-battle-three-alarm-fire-beside-i-580-in-east-oakland/


165 

 

firefighters aboard about a dozen engines and at least three trucks, as well as to 

additional 18 firefighters from Alameda County, Fremont, and Hayward who 

fortuitously were prepositioned to respond to ongoing red-flag weather conditions. 

The fire professionals who read this account may be able to estimate the associated 

costs of controlling just this one fire in one location in one city on one day.    

In February and March 2021, two community non-profits in Oakland were destroyed 

by fires that spread from tents set up against the buildings, despite warnings to the 

City about these fire hazards. The two blazes started as the City struggled to 

implement its new encampment management policy, which prioritizes the removal 

of camps near homes, businesses, parks and other “high-sensitivity” areas, and 

prohibits the unsafe storage of flammable materials in camps. Inadequate staff to 

implement this new policy has impeded the process. 

 

In February 2021, a fire started behind the Vietnamese American Community Center 

of the East Bay, where a camp had formed up against the wooden building. The 

Executive Director had complained for months about people cooking and storing 

propane tanks there and she said that her staff had rushed outside more than once to 

put out fires. City workers visited the camp to remove flammable materials and give 

occupants food and other supplies, but that visit failed to prevent the fire that 

disrupted the center’s food bank, which feeds 2,500 people each month. The City is 

working on ramping up enforcement of the encampment policy, which went into 

effect in January, but it is grappling with more than 150 camps and a backlog of 

hundreds of complaints. 

 

The March 2021 fire that seriously damaged the Junior Center of Arts and Sciences 

in Oakland (in operation since 1954) started on the Center’s porch, where a small 

encampment had set up tents on the deck because it had an electrical outlet. Due to 

COVID-19, the Center was not open to the public. Staff had noticed the tents about a 

week prior to the fire and had posted a complaint on the City’s online portal about 

the tents’ blocking the front door and the smell of a campfire. Afterwards, fire 

inspectors found a space heater, camping stoves, and cooking supplies. 

Contrast these single events with the 1,158 acre May 2021 Southern California 

conflagration named the “Palisades Fire” in Topanga Canyon that was started by a 

homeless man and forced thousands of people to evacuate. The arson suspect was 

arrested after he was observed to start additional brush fires the following day. After 

six days, the fire was still not fully contained.  

https://www.mercurynews.com/2020/10/21/oakland-passes-controversial-new-homeless-encampment-policy/
https://www.mercurynews.com/2021/02/16/after-devastating-fire-oakland-community-center-says-city-dropped-the-ball/
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While the epidemic of fires generally is largely attributable to the built-in 

conditions for combustion in street camps — cooking stoves and campfires in 

close proximity to tent fabric and piles of other flammable material -- a third of the 

15,610 fires in Los Angeles related to homelessness in the past 3 ¼ years were 

classified as arson. Some were set by outsiders, but police said that most stemmed 

from disputes between homeless people. 

 

 A COLLABORATIVE POLICE RESPONSE IS INCREASINGLY 

COMMON 

 

Sociologists describe a pyramid of social inertia, where the majority in 

communities – the largest segment at the bottom of the pyramid – want to maintain 

the status quo and let others deal with the problem of homelessness. Then there is a 

smaller segment in the middle of the pyramid who try to offer solutions, such as a 

charity handing out food or sleeping bags or providing showers, but that doesn’t 

solve the problem. The small top tier of the pyramid is where solutions are 

achieved, and in this tier law enforcement officers are found. The police are 

consistently responding to calls involving homeless individuals, many of whom 

suffer from mental health issues, so agencies have needed to equip their officers with 

appropriate tools and coordinate outreach efforts with other community 

organizations and resources. Like it or not, homelessness is, de facto, a police 

problem, but displacing the homeless to jail, especially those individuals with 

psychiatric disorders, serves neither the homeless not correctional staff well.  

Providing help to homeless individuals rather than arresting them represents an 

important transition for law enforcement. Civil infractions lead to legal troubles 

that can perpetuate homelessness. According to the National Law Center on 

Homelessness and Poverty, ordinances banning camping, panhandling, loitering 

and the like are ineffective, expensive to enforce, and often violate homeless 

persons’ constitutional and human rights. 

The more enlightened law enforcement agencies, in both cities and counties, have 

altered their approach and are working collaboratively with behavioral health, 

social services, and community homeless-service providers. Such homeless 

outreach teams can be found in police departments from Florida to California, 

though no hard data on exactly how many exist could be found. Each operates 

slightly differently, but the goal is the same: Specially trained or handpicked police 

https://www.lexipol.com/resources/blog/nationwide-survey-shows-scope-of-law-enforcement-contact-with-mentally-ill-individuals/
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officers are tasked with linking unsheltered individuals — particularly the 

chronically homeless — with appropriate services and addressing unsafe 

encampments. Most often, these teams operate in conjunction with social workers, 

substance abuse counselors, mental health outreach workers, and nonprofits 

serving the same population.  

Research identifies three examples of teams that can promote efficient use of 

limited resources while effectively addressing outreach and enforcement needs: 

 

1. Community Care Response Unit/Team (CCRT) 

A community care response unit consists of a fire/paramedic captain and a 

licensed nurse practitioner and responds to non-life-threatening calls and provides 

treatment in the field. High-level medical expertise at the ready both prevents 

unnecessary hospitalization and begins the process of creating a bond with 

homeless individuals. Establishing connections via coordinated homeless 

outreach efforts is important, as they increase the chances that homeless 

individuals will accept shelter. 

 

2. Psychiatric Emergency Response Team (PERT) or Crisis Intervention Team 

(CIT)  

PERTs/CITs are a collaboration between law enforcement and county mental 

health/substance abuse services. Two officers are paired with a licensed clinician 

on a full-time basis, 24/7. PERTs frequently follow up with individuals they 

previously worked with who had been voluntarily or involuntarily hospitalized or 

jailed after a mental health crisis. With a single follow-up, the chance the 

individual will experience another mental health crisis has been shown to 

decrease as much as 50%.  

 

3. Centralized Assessment Team (CAT) 

CATs provide mobile clinical response services that include conducting 

assessments, initiating hospitalizations, and arranging transportation. CATs also 

handle all incoming mental health calls for service and will pass off relevant calls 

to the PERTs. 
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Additional regional examples include: 

1. The police chief in Anaheim in 2021 instituted a CCRT. The department 

was fielding approximately 20,000 calls a year related to homelessness, 

representing about 13% of all service requests. For a year, the chief had 

emphasized needing to stop responding to calls without a criminal nexus, 

which primarily were calls for service about the city’s homeless. The 

CCRT opened its dispatch office on January 1, 2021, with the goal of 

diverting non-violent, non-emergency calls to CCRT. In just three months, 

the team has responded to and provided services following more than 3,500 

calls – situations with which police officers in the past would have been 

tasked, such as dealing with somebody sleeping on a sidewalk, acting 

erratically, or begging for money outside a grocery store. 

In January, the team fielded 800 calls that were redirected from the police 

department and sent to the CCRT. In February, the calls increased to 1,000 

as more community members began to learn about the program, and, in 

March, the numbers jumped to more than 1,700 calls. The CCRT dispatch 

office is open from 7 a.m. to 9 p.m. seven days a week, with dispatchers 

working from home or the office. The CCRT is staffed with caseworkers, 

health clinicians, social workers, and security officers who work in tandem 

with those who respond to the field. The outreach workers help homeless 

people connect with mental health services and assist with shelter access, 

medical needs, social service programs, or even a bus ticket back home 

where they may have family.  

2. The Oceanside Police Department’s Homeless Outreach Team (H.O.T.) 

was created in 2014 and, as of 2019, is comprised of four officers and a 

sergeant who have adopted a “non-enforcement” approach to dealing with 

the unhoused. There are several social workers, volunteers from the faith 

community, and other housing and mental health staff that work closely 

with the H.O.T. officers both in the office and out in the field. Funding for 

the contract social worker is $77,000/year. 

 

3. In Carlsbad, an informal working group known as the Homeless Response 

Team (HRT) was created after Housing & Neighborhood Services 

convened staff from several City departments, including Police, Fire, 

Library, Parks & Recreation, Public Works, and the City Attorney's Office 

to share experiences and collaborate on potential strategies. In formulating 

their HRT, the City pulled together helpful cost figures, for perspective. 
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Based on data from Fire Department emergency responders and medical 

service providers throughout the San Diego region, the City estimated that it 

cost $45,000 to $50,000 per year to provide assistance to one homeless 

resident from a medical emergency response and care standpoint. When one 

considers response costs for the Fire Department, transport to the hospital, 

and related hospital costs for individuals with no insurance, the cost per 

person adds up fairly rapidly. A count of 100 unsheltered homeless residents 

in Carlsbad reportedly has a related medical response and service cost of 

$4,500,000 to $5,000,000 on an annual basis, which is significant. The 

Police Department estimated that it utilized about 3600 police-officer-hours 

per year to respond to calls related to homeless individuals. These calls for 

service range from suspicious individuals to disruptive behavior to criminal 

or threatening activity. If the fully burdened hourly cost of a police officer 

was estimated at $99.79, the annual cost for police service calls was 

estimated to be about $360,000. 

 

4. The Sacramento Police Department, noting the presence of approximately 

2,000 homeless, has created units of dedicated mental-health workers who 

are teamed with five police officers (one Sgt., 4 officers, full-time) in 

addition to a unit of two specific homeless-outreach police officers - 

collectively known as the Impact Team. The mental health units are 

overseen by the City’s Social Service Administrator. Their statistics as of 

February 2020 are attached at the end of this report. 

 

5. San Francisco is a good example of the trials and tribulations a city 

experiences that accompany the balancing of sometimes competing interests 

while trying to improve its response to homelessness. The City employs a 

“command-center approach.” Their Healthy Streets Operation Center 

(HSOC) launched in January 2018 within the Community Engagement 

Division. This is a coordinated effort between six City agencies and the 

police department. Around 70 police officers were dedicated to homeless 

outreach, with more than 30 directly assigned to HSOC. When calls come in, 

they were quickly assessed at HSOC headquarters, and then the appropriate 

responder was dispatched, leaving other police officers free to do traditional 

police work. However, advocates say these outreach efforts have failed to 

properly distance themselves from the police, leading to distrust in the 

homeless community. 
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San Francisco police responded to more than 65,000 calls related to 

homelessness in 2019. The consequences of inaction are also increasingly 

hard to ignore. Deaths of homeless people surged around the Bay Area 

during the pandemic, including a 123% spike to 203 deaths in San Francisco 

during the first nine months of 2020.  

In November 2020, San Francisco rolled out a different police reform 

initiative— the Street Crisis Response Team. Under that pilot program, teams 

of paramedics, behavioral health clinicians, and peer specialists respond to 

certain mental health calls instead of sworn officers. The San Francisco Police 

Department and San Francisco Police Officers Association agreed to let some 

non-emergency calls be routed away from the police department. These 

included mental health checks, well-being checks, calls for service at city 

parks, and certain public-health-order violations. This move came as cities 

around the Bay Area and nationwide have been grappling with demands to 

“defund the police” and re-invest the money in social service programs. 

 

In January 2021, in a new proposal intended to shake up the city’s day-to-day 

response to its homelessness crisis, San Francisco community leaders 

proposed a plan to take the police out of the equation altogether. Under the 

new framework, police would no longer respond to complaints about 

encampments or aggressive panhandling, reports of unhoused persons 

trespassing, or other non-emergency calls involving homeless San 

Franciscans. Instead, those calls - and more - would be rerouted to civilian 

members of a new Compassionate Alternate Response Team, known as 

CART.  

 

CART would respond to overflow mental health calls that the Street Crisis 

Response Team could not handle. However, CART also would respond to 

requests for well-being checks, complaints of illegal camping or blocking a 

sidewalk, trespassing, panhandling and suspicious-person reports involving 

unhoused residents. Responders would be trained to de-escalate the situation 

and then provide conflict resolution, first aid, referrals to mental health, 

addiction and housing services, and transportation to a hospital or service 

provider. CART would focus on hiring and training responders who have 

themselves been homeless. In addition to hiring paid street responders, CART 

also would recruit and train volunteers to resolve minor disputes in their 

neighborhoods. CART would cost the city an estimated $6.83 million per 

year. How this proposal is working is unknown at present. 

https://www.mercurynews.com/2020/11/01/despite-protections-deaths-surge-in-bay-area-homeless-communities/
https://www.mercurynews.com/2020/11/30/san-francisco-launches-new-police-alternative-program/
https://www.mercurynews.com/2020/07/20/faced-with-calls-to-defund-police-some-bay-area-cities-weigh-radical-changes-to-law-enforcement/
https://www.mercurynews.com/2020/07/20/faced-with-calls-to-defund-police-some-bay-area-cities-weigh-radical-changes-to-law-enforcement/
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6. The El Dorado County Sheriff’s Office Homeless Outreach Team (HOT) was 

initiated in 2018 as a joint venture between the County and the cities of 

Placerville and South Lake Tahoe. It modified a 7x14’ dual-axle cargo trailer 

that was donated to the Sheriff’s Office. This became the mobile HOT 

office, with a desk, cabinets, computer, heater & AC inside, and custom 

cabinets on the outside that include a charging station, personal supply items 

(toothpaste, soap, etc.), small washing machine/dryer, and a “Doc Ready” 

area to assist with obtaining needed documents such as a CDL or other ID, 

Social Security card, Partnership card, and the like. Sometimes a barber 

comes along to cut hair. The trailer also has a 3,000-watt generator aboard. 

HOT enlists the help of Animal Control, Behavioral Health, HHS, CPS, and 

staff from Marshall Hospital in Placerville. No homeless individual is 

discharged from Marshall without an “exit strategy” that is communicated to 

the HOT.  

A database management system is being developed for the trailer that 

employs GIS (geographic information system) technology to assess and 

track the location and characteristics of homeless individuals and 

encampments, which allows better understanding of patterns and trends in 

the County. HOT subcontracts the database from the County.  

HOT takes the trailer to the encampments or areas where the homeless 

congregate every 3-4 weeks and stays about 5-6 hours each visit. The lead 

Sgt. is generally accompanied by three other persons from County agencies. 

The trailer has become a beacon recognized by the homeless, and they come 

up to it immediately. If they want to change their lives, HOT arranges for 

30-60 day drug/alcohol treatments and for 4-6 month transitional housing, 

using Project Roomkey funds. Former convicts who are eligible for the San 

Francisco-based Delancey Street programs must make a 2-yr commitment. 

Of the 180-200 homeless who have been treated/housed through HOT 

intervention, the Sgt. estimated that 90% have stayed clean. 

7. No discussion of alternative responses would be complete without reference 

to Eugene, Oregon and CAHOOTS (Crisis Assistance Helping Out On The 

Streets), which is a mobile crisis-intervention program staffed by White Bird 

Clinic personnel using City of Eugene vehicles. This relationship has been in 

place for nearly 30 years and is well embedded in the community. 

CAHOOTS provides support for Eugene PD (EPD) personnel by taking on 

many of the social-service-type calls for service to include crisis counseling. 

https://whitebirdclinic.org/services/cahoots/
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CAHOOTS personnel often provide initial contact and transport for people 

who are intoxicated, mentally ill, or disoriented, as well as transport for 

necessary non-emergency medical care. CAHOOTS is dispatched on EPD’s 

service channel, and calls are assessed through the Central Lane 

Communication Center. Each van is staffed with a medic (nurse or EMT) 

and an experienced crisis worker. 

 

The City funds CAHOOTS through the Eugene Police Department. In Fiscal 

Year 2018, the contract budget for the CAHOOTS program was 

approximately $798,000, which funded two vans for 31 hours of service per 

day, seven days a week. One van was on duty 24 hours a day and another 

provided overlap coverage 7 hours per day. Over the last several years, the 

City has increased funding to add more hours of service. The Fiscal Year 

2020 budget included an additional $281,000 on a one-time basis to add 11 

additional hours of coverage to the existing CAHOOTS contract. 

CAHOOTS was able to add five of the 11 hours of service to bridge an 

afternoon gap to maintain two-van coverage. The City has carried over the 

funding for the five-hour expansion through Fiscal Year 2021. 

 

Over a six-year period, the demand for CAHOOTS services has increased 

significantly: 

2014: CAHOOTS handled 9,646 calls for service 

2019: CAHOOTS handled 18,583 calls for service 

 

In 2019, the entire EPD received 105,403 public initiated calls for service 

and had 31,685 self-initiated calls for crisis-intervention service. CAHOOTS 

is estimated to divert 5%-8% of calls from the EPD. If not for CAHOOTS, 

an officer would be dispatched to handle these calls. Some of the 

CAHOOTS calls clearly require a joint response, or CAHOOTS is 

summoned to a police or fire call after it is determined their services are a 

better match to resolve the situation. However, CAHOOTS remains a 

primary responder for many calls, thus providing a valuable and needed 

resource to the community. 
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LAKE COUNTY’S COORDINATED SERVICES  

 

1. Variations on these themes are numerous and can be adapted to the 

circumstances in specific communities. The most effective responses start 

with basic trust building as the core of homeless outreach, as exemplified by 

the Lakeport Police Department (LPD), which has a dedicated officer, in 

uniform, who focuses first on getting to know the homeless in the City. This 

officer has learned that the process is time-consuming and can require 15-20 

or more contacts to overcome resistance to accepting services. Word of this 

outreach quickly spread through the homeless community, and the officer 

transitioned from being a symbol of enforcement to one of assistance and 

advocacy. Even on days off, this officer makes time to visit with the 

homeless.  When outreach is effective, the officer finds that homeless 

individuals are more willing to accept an offer of shelter, which will lead to 

greater access to additional vital resources over time. The officer keeps notes 

regarding the homeless she encounters. 

 

The Grand Jury notes that at one point within the last three years, LPD and 

Behavioral Health approved a plan for Mental Health clinicians to have 

access to an office and computers at LPD and, when appropriate, to respond 

to calls pertaining to the evidently mentally ill along with LPD officers. 

While this initially was not established, the collaboration is now again under 

discussion. 

 

The city of Clearlake PD (CPD) also has a team approach, with a Sgt., and 

an officer who respond to complaints about persons displaying aberrant 

behavior. Information gathered on these individuals is maintained in a three-

ring binder – the “Look Book.” Among the information solicited is the 

person’s next-of-kin. The team does not hesitate to provide information on 

available services or to call upon Social Services or Behavioral Health for 

assistance.  

 

One benefit of small cities is that both CPD and LPD know their homeless 

population. They interact frequently with the same persons and know when 

they are having a “bad day” and are not a threat to the community at-large or 

when they are in need of law enforcement, medical, or other intervention. 
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2. Hope Center in Clearlake, the first interim housing facility in Lake County, 

opened in 2020 with 20 beds. The Department of Social Services (DSS), in 

partnership with Adventist Health Clear Lake, contracted with Hope Is 

Rising Lake County Inc. to operate Hope Center. DSS used the State’s 

Project Roomkey funds to help underwrite Hope Center operations, in 

addition to seed funding from, among others, Partnership Health Plan, which 

provided $1.3M. The City of Clearlake contributed $200,000 in bond funds. 

As well, Behavioral Health Services also contributed $200,000 of homeless 

mentally ill-outreach grant funding to help Hope Center open and operate 

and further provides ongoing staffing. The kitchen will be operated by the 

NGO North Coast Opportunities. The cost per client is expected to be 

approximately $85-109/day.  

 

 
 

The facility is also a Housing Navigation Hub that provides additional 

housing navigation services and other medical, mental, addiction, and legal 

services for persons not sheltered at Hope Center. The goal is to “find 

sustainable paths to housing.”  Homeless persons meeting eligibility 

requirements can self-refer or be referred by the Adventist ER, law 

enforcement, or EMS personnel. The Hope Center residents must take the 

next step in treatment, such as taking medication or seeking therapy. The 

participants can be evicted for not following the rules.  Transitional housing 

is seen as a “training ground” for societal reintegration. The Center is 

licensed for 15 males and 5 females who can stay as long as one year, 

although nine months is seen as the “sweet spot.” Each resident is assigned a 

Housing Navigator and a Case Manager. The residents are required to pay 

30% of the facility cost, which is then returned at the end of their stay. 

 



175 

 

Using 2017 figures, the homeless-treatment professionals in Lake County 

associated with the CoC and Project Restoration estimated that one 

unsheltered person costs society $35,578/year in terms of the gamut of 

services they receive, e.g., EMS, ER, social services, mental health. The 

high utilizers - about 1% of homeless - may cost $75-100K/year and are a 

substantial drain on the system. Once again, the cost of providing services to 

the homeless far exceeds the cost of housing them. 

 

3. Elijah House opened in August 2020 at the site of the former Juvenile Hall 

in North Lakeport.  The locked facility has 36 beds, with 10 allotted for 

women, and is located on four fenced acres. There are two male dorms and 

one female dorm. One wing of the building is still under the control of the 

Probation Department. There is a Site Manager, Housing Navigator, Case 

Manager, and six Resident Supervisors (covering 3 shifts). Some of the 

supervisors are medical technicians. Due to COVID-19, there are no 

volunteers permitted there currently. They also hired a Job Developer. The 

Housing Navigator identifies necessary services as well as the clients 

thought to have the best success rate. The Navigator then “walks” with the 

clients for 12 months, also providing classes on budgeting and on being a 

good neighbor. There is also a “roommate network” available after 

discharge. 

Lake County has donated the building, and Elijah House pays the utilities. 

The lease extends until June 2022. As of February 2021, the number of 

homeless residents ranged from 17-22. The requirements for admission are: 

not being on the “banned list” due to violence; for testing negative for 

COVID-19; for wanting to come; and being able to follow the rules & 

regulations. They will accept folks actively “under the influence” and 

impose a 15-day blackout, during which they shelter in place. A Lakeport 

physician provides free medical screening. Narcotics Anonymous holds 

weekly meetings.  From August 2020 to February 2021, 33 residents had 

been de-toxed, 33 had obtained work, and 11 had moved into permanent 

housing. The average length of stay was 35 days, with the goal being 30-60 

days.    

The parent Elijah House Foundation operates four sober-living facilities as 

well as a 15-bed residential center in Tehama County. Recently, funding had 

been secured to permit their purchase of the former Visitor’s Center in 
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Lucerne, to be used primarily as a “resource center,” not a shelter. The 

Foundation has also purchased the former Starlite Resort, an apartment 

housing complex in Glenhaven, which may be able to house as many as 30 

residents. 

4. Lake County Behavioral Health has recently purchased a trailer that will 

become its outreach van for the homeless mentally ill. The Department is 

currently stocking it with supplies and plans to have it operational by July 1
st
. 

The details are currently in process, and the Grand Jury will follow its 

deployment with great interest. 

HOUSING 

A lack of affordable housing in Lake County and the limited scale of housing 

assistance programs have contributed to the current housing crisis and to 

homelessness. There is no freestanding Housing Division in Lake County. The 

Director of the Lake County Department of Social Services is the Executive 

Director of the “Lake County Housing Commission.” As such, the Director is 

responsible for administering the Lake County Section-8 Housing-Choice Voucher 

program funded by HUD. However, due to a lack of low-income housing and 

willing landlords, the waiting list has been closed for quite some time, and no 

applications are being accepted. Recent COVID-19-caused job losses and the 

expiration of the foreclosure moratorium at the end of June are widely anticipated 

to increase the number of people who will experience homelessness. 

The “Housing First” philosophy is premised on the idea that pairing the homeless 

with immediate access to their own living spaces – without screening barriers and 

without mandated compliance with services - is the best sustainable way to end 

their homelessness. With housing, they can better deal with whatever challenges 

they have from a position of greater stability. The concept of Permanent 

Supportive Housing, combining housing assistance with voluntary support 

services, has further been shown to reduce criminal justice involvement and overall 

reduced societal cost.  

All levels of government in the County own real property that is vacant and/or 

surplus to their needs and could productively be made available to provide needed 

housing and services to the homeless. In addition, the federal Title V program, 

authorized under the McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act, grants states, 

local governments, and 501©(3) non-profit organizations a right-of-first-refusal to 

free federal surplus property for homeless housing and services. 
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A ray of light accompanying the pandemic is that the State of California has 

funneled FEMA money to counties to fund the rental of motel rooms for those 

most at-risk of contracting COVID-19 (Project Roomkey) and, now that the 

pandemic is far less a health threat, the Governor has committed to continue to 

house the homeless with Project Housekey monies.  The most encouraging news in 

Lake County is that two 24-hour homeless shelters – Hope Center and Elijah 

House - have opened and are serving County residents. 

 

COMMENTARY 

Housing alone will not solve California’s homelessness problem. Without 

expansion of mental health services and drug treatment programs – and also job 

training for paroled inmates – California’s most vulnerable population will remain 

at-risk.  In cities and towns around the State, homeless encampments and the 

often disturbing public behavior of seriously mentally-ill people stand as 

reproof to claims that the problem is being dealt with comprehensively. 

To reiterate, in 2015, only 2 percent of Californians polled by the Public 

Policy Institute of California listed homelessness as the biggest challenge 

facing the state. But by early 2020, just before the pandemic knocked every 

other issue to the side, nearly a quarter of Californians listed it as the top 

policy concern for the state, making it far and away the leading issue. In a 

distant second place was a related issue—housing affordability. 

 

We have seen that the Governor recently announced that his newly revised 

budget would include an eye-popping $12 billion to tackle the crisis. That is 

an increase of roughly 1,000 percent in the resources devoted to the 

challenge, and will—if implementation is not stymied by local zoning 

restrictions, NIMBY public sentiment, and dysfunctional local politics 

around the building of shelters—allow for the construction of 46,000 housing 

units catering to the State’s more than 150,000 homeless individuals. 

 

However, it is going to be extraordinarily hard to simply build one’s way out 

of a crisis that ties in with so many other social inequities:  

1) The 1960s70s-era decisions to close most of the State’s inpatient 

mental hospitals left California without anywhere near the 

community mental health service infrastructure necessary to treat 

https://calmatters.org/housing/homeless/2020/01/newsom-homelessness-poll-ppic-primary-presidential-approval-school-bond/
https://calmatters.org/housing/homeless/2020/01/newsom-homelessness-poll-ppic-primary-presidential-approval-school-bond/
https://www.sacbee.com/news/politics-government/capitol-alert/article251323953.html
https://www.sacbee.com/news/politics-government/capitol-alert/article251323953.html
https://worldpopulationreview.com/state-rankings/homeless-population-by-state
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those caught up in the broader societal changes. Our collective failure 

to meet mental illness head-on is coming back to haunt us. These have 

often occurred under the escapist guise of 'protecting the individual’s 

constitutional rights. More realistically, people do not want to take 

responsibility for, or pay for, other people’s issues.  
2) A spiraling opioid epidemic—an epidemic of despair, if ever there 

was one—that, in 2020, resulted in more San Franciscans dying of 

overdoses than of Covid-19. A huge swath of the explosive drug use is 

directed at the loss of hope and overwhelming sense of defeat that are 

deadened by the drugs. Once addictions take over, the painful emotions 

are simply forgotten in the unending search for a continuing supply of 

drugs.  

3) The decades-long push to mass incarceration in California, followed by 

decisions in recent years to lower the prison population without investing 

in housing, job training, and, above all, mental health services for them. 

Surveys show that 70 percent of the State’s on-the-streets homeless have 

spent some time behind bars, and many of those individuals are suffering 

from serious mental illness. Half-hearted criminal justice system reform 

efforts in recent years have often just dumped people onto city streets 

without proper access to housing or support services, and with almost no 

chance of finding employment.  

 

We have for decades marginalized those needing special help and we mostly 

continue to marginalize them today.  They are the physical reminders that no one 

wants to see of a devastating loss of humanity and hope. There is hesitation to 

expose social realities and flaws that have created and grown a very palpable 

feeling of hopelessness that is far larger than simply finding temporary shelter or 

'kicking the habit' for a brief while.  Like it or not, our greater society is changing 

dramatically.  The long-held concept that anyone willing to ‘work for/put in the 

effort to' get on their feet could become a contributing member of society is fading 

away at an unprecedented pace.  Lower skilled jobs, once union-protected and 

treated with at least a modicum of social respect, have given way to a near 

universal 'get it at the lowest cost possible to enhance company profits' attitude 

towards labor.   

The homeless and mental health crises playing out on the streets of cities 

throughout the Pacific West—for these affect Oregon and Washington as much as 

they do California—are unprecedented in scale and in severity. Bad public policies 

have created this humanitarian calamity. While potential solutions - and 

https://apnews.com/article/san-francisco-coronavirus-pandemic-a48a148efadbeaa1181148ea367c4d68
https://apnews.com/article/san-francisco-coronavirus-pandemic-a48a148efadbeaa1181148ea367c4d68
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expansive funding to enact them – have become polarized along partisan 

political lines, the reality of the situation are glaringly obvious to all: health 

services and interventions have to be dramatically expanded; drug treatment 

and overdose prevention methods should be made more widely and easily 

available; job training programs for ex-prisoners and other homeless 

individuals must be ramped up; and enormous, ongoing, investments in 

affording housing must be made, at speed. 

 

None of these will end homelessness in California overnight. But acting 

collaboratively, with thinking across bureaucratic and ideological boundaries, 

at the very least surely ought to reduce the numbers of residents living out in 

the open, where their mental well-being is made ever more fragile by 

conditions on the streets, in some of the world’s wealthiest and resource-rich 

cities. 
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FINDINGS 

F-1: Emergency responders in Lake County do not routinely track/identify calls 

relating to fires, health emergencies, or criminal acts by homeless persons and thus 

the impact on, and the resulting costs to, society cannot readily be calculated. 

F-2: An unknown, but substantial, number of law enforcement calls pertain to 

complaints about troublesome behaviors by the homeless that evidence mental-

health or substance abuse causes. 

F-3: Hospitals and Jails have become cost centers for treating the homeless, with 

healthcare costs accounting for about half of expenditures and justice-system costs 

accounting for about one-third of expenditures. 

F-4: No acute-care psychiatric facility exists in Lake County, resulting in both 

patients’ needing acute hospitalization having to be placed out-of-county and also 

in the Jail’s becoming a de facto psych ward for the chronically mentally ill. 

F-5: Both Hope Center and Elijah House, as residential centers, are providing a 

significant step in helping to break the cycle of homelessness complicated by 

mental health and substance-abuse issues and lack of transitional housing.  

F-6: No freestanding “housing department” exists in Lake County and thus the 

County has no centralized focus on providing housing for the homeless.  

F-7: Section-8 housing vouchers are currently not available in Lake County due to 

a lack of available housing. 

F-8: Bakersfield has had impressive success in providing housing for its homeless 

population.  

F-9: Other jurisdictions report that documenting a history of incarceration via the 

PIT count is useful in augmenting their understanding of the contributors to 

homelessness. 

F-10: First responders find that Behavioral Health staff are sometimes unable to 

respond at all to their calls for assistance or respond only after lengthy delays. 

F-11: A number of homeless individuals refuse offers to enter shelters because the 

shelters do not accept their pets. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

R-1: All First Responders within Lake County should consider collecting 

individualized longitudinal data on their interactions with the homeless and 

referrals for services. (F-1, F-2) 

R-2: Lake County – and the cities of Lakeport and Clearlake - should inventory 

their vacant and surplus property to assess whether any structure/parcel could be 

realistically modified to provide affordable housing for the chronically homeless. 

(F-5, F-6, F-7) 

R-3: Lake County should sell the former Juvenile Hall to Elijah House, if so 

requested, so that their vital services can continue to benefit Lake County’s 

vulnerable populations. (F-5) 

R-4: The Probation Department should remove its property from Elijah House so 

that the facility’s housing capacity could be increased. (F-5) 

R-5: The Continuum of Care should augment its PIT questionnaire to include 

queries about prior incarceration so as to permit a more comprehensive view of the 

causes of homelessness. (F-9) 

R-6: The County should make a concerted effort to arrange for the availability of 

Section-8 housing. (F-6, F-7, F-8) 

R-7: Subsidized housing that can be made available and affordable for homeless 

residents should be prioritized by the County for the most frequent users of public 

services (high-cost, high-need) so as to stabilize the neediest – and most costly – 

individuals. The Bakersfield approach would be a useful model. (F-3, F-6, F-7, F-

8) 

R-8: Targeted supportive services from Behavioral Health and Social Services 

should continue post-housing to improve housing retention rates and reduce the 

staffing logistics and cost burdens on the two hospitals, the first responders, and 

the Jail. (F-3, F-4) 

R-9: The County and Behavioral Health should focus on the costs of shipping 

acute psychiatric homeless patients out-of-county and of perpetuating the 

“revolving door” maintenance of homeless chronic psychiatric patients at the Jail 

and determine whether providing an in-county facility is economically feasible. (F-

4) 
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R-10: Behavioral Health should clarify and communicate its crisis-response 

protocols to law enforcement and fire/EMS agencies in the County so that all 

parties know what to expect when dealing with relevant urgent/emergent 

situations. (F-10) 

R-11: The County should create a specific position dedicated to assessing the 

needs of - and coordinating the provision of housing to - its homeless residents (F-

6, F-7, F-8) 

R-12: The 2020-2021 Civil Grand Jury urges the 2021-2022 Grand Jury to follow-

up on the above Recommendations to assess what progress the County is making 

in providing services, including stable housing, for its most vulnerable residents. 

(R-2, R-6, R-7, R-11) 

R-13: Lake County Animal Control and Clearlake Animal Control could consider 

investigating how safe and secure overnight shelter for pets of those homeless who 

are seeking their own overnight or long-term sheltering. (F-11) 

R-14: The County and the Cities of Lakeport and Clearlake should form a 

taskforce to devise a workable and coordinated method of determining the true 

costs to law enforcement and fire/EMS agencies of responding to emergency calls 

pertaining to the homeless so that limited resources could be allocated and targeted 

based on a factual understanding.  This would be an expansion of R1.  (F-1, F-2)   
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RESPONSES 

Pursuant to Penal Code sections 933 and 933.05, the following responses are 

required: 

Lake County Board of Supervisors (R-2, R-3, R-6, R-7, R-9, R-11,   

R-13, R-14)         (90 days) 

  Lake County Sheriff (R-1, R-10, R-14)    (60 days) 

  City of Lakeport (R-1, R-2, R-10, R-13, R-14)   (90 days) 

  City of Clearlake (R-1, R-3, R-10, R-13, R-14)   (90 days) 

The following responses are requested: 

  Continuum of Care (R-5)     (within 60 days) 

  Dept. of Social Services (via BOS) (R-6, R-7, R-8) (within 60 days) 

  Behavioral Health Services (via BOS) (R-8, R-9, R-10)  

(within 60 days) 

  Probation Department (via BOS) (R-4)   (within 60 days) 

  Kelseyville Fire Protection District (R-1, R-10)  (within 60 days) 

Lake County Fire Protection District (R-1, R-10)  (within 60 days) 

  Lake Pillsbury Fire Protection District (R-1, R-10) (within 60 days) 

  Lakeport Fire Protection District (R-1, R-10)  (within 60 days) 

  Northshore Fire Protection District (R-1, R-10  (within 60 days) 

South Lake County Fire Protection District (R-1)  (within 60 days) 
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Exhibit 1 (B) 
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Exhibit 2 (B) 
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Exhibit 3 (A) 
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Exhibit 3 (B) 
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Exhibit 4  
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Exhibit 5 (A) 
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Exhibit 5 (B) 
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